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Abstract 
 

 

 

This dissertation begins by describing the contemporary moment in letters as one 

marked by ambiguity and blockage: at the same time as the line between creative and 

critical writing has become blurry, anxieties about the meaning and vocation of 

literature have become acute. It then identifies a group of authors who respond to this 

moment in a highly self-conscious way: among others, Don DeLillo, J.M. Coetzee, Ben 

Lerner, Karl Ove Knausgaard, John D’Agata, and David Shields. While diverse in 

approach, these authors are united by their insistence on the cognitive purview and 

the critical vocation of literature. As a heuristic for thinking about their recent works, 

I propose the generic category of the ‘post-fictional essay’. Yet it is a category that I 

admit is problematic. Such works are notable, I argue, precisely for a thinking of this 

aporetic moment, and thus for the pressure they place upon our critical and 

experiential vocabularies; they call on critical activity to account for, indeed to 

transform, itself. Rather than proceeding with a detailed literary-critical account of 

these works, then, I offer an analysis of some of the concepts and categories in which 

post-fictional essays, if such existed, might be said to intervene, and of the epistemic 

ambiguities that might be said to occasion them. This dissertation comprises three 

main sections, each of which elaborates and problematises an entrenched opposition: 

‘Literature and Philosophy’, ‘Truth and Fiction’, ‘Novel and Essay’. Respectively, these 

sections draw primarily on the resources of Frankfurt School critical theory, reader 

response theory, and genre studies. The title of this work—The Thought of Literature—

describes a tripartite preoccupation that informs the investigation throughout: I am 

concerned with questions, first, about the cognitive content of literature; second, 

about literature as a distinctive modality of cognition; and third, about literature as an 

institutional, epistemic and generic category. My central question is: What is the 

thought of literature? Since this dissertation could not extricate itself from the 

ambiguous moment it seeks to describe, the complexity of the answer I assay is partly 

reflected in this work’s own paratactic mode of presentation.
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 2 

  Nothing and everything 

 

“It is self-evident that nothing concerning art is self-evident anymore, not its inner life, 

not its relation to the world, not even its right to exist.”1 So begins Theodor W. 

Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory—the unfinished final work of a career spent accounting for 

the intertwined fates of art and reason. It is a diagnosis of modern disorientation in 

relation to the meaning and status of art that, while advanced in the late 1960s, in the 

context of a high modernism that may seem somewhat remote to us—though perhaps 

less surely relegated to the past than some critics have suggested2—remains every bit 

as apt today. 

In the literary sphere, one index of that insecurity is the proliferation of essays 

worrying whether literature has a future—or, somewhat more dramatically, 

announcing its death. On the one hand, these are nothing new: by the 1820s, G.W.F. 

Hegel had already declared art—and he was thinking of Romantic literature as its 

most developed instantiation—“a thing of the past [ein Vergangenes]”.3 For Hegel, as 

J.M. Bernstein puts it, art ends because “it loses its capacity to speak the truth 

concerning our most fundamental categorial engagements and commitments”.4 Such a 

claim has, usually in somewhat less sophisticated terms, been playing on increasing 

rotation ever since. Indeed, the deadpan titles of two recent essays indicate their 

authors’ ironic awareness that the literary death notice has itself come to form a fairly 

stable literary genre: Tao Lin’s ‘Does the Novel Have a Future? The Answer Is In This 

Essay!’ and Will Self’s ‘The novel is dead (this time it’s for real)’.5 It is ironic that this 

1 Adorno, T.W., Aesthetic Theory, trans. G. Adorno, R. Tiedemann & R. Hullot-Kentor, New York: 
Continuum, 2004, p.1. 
2 “Modernism is our antiquity,” writes T.J. Clark in Farewell to an Idea: Episodes from a History of 
Modernism, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999, p.3. A similar claim runs through Fredric 
Jameson’s The Ancients and the Postmoderns: On the Historicity of Forms, New York: Verso, 2015. 
3 Hegel, G.W.F, Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art, Volume 1, trans. T.M. Knox, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1975, p.11. Discussions of this influential claim are to be found in many places. An accessible 
general account that also examines the relationship between Hegel’s thesis and romantic literature 
can be found in Wicks, R., ‘Hegel’s Aesthetics: An overview’, The Cambridge Companion to Hegel, ed. 
F.C. Beiser, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp.348-377. Another general discussion can be 
found in Bowie, A., Aesthetics and Subjectivity: From Kant to Nietzsche, Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2012, pp.140-187. Two recent works that ‘apply’ the end-of-art thesis within a 
discussion of modernism and contemporary art include Pippin, R., After the Beautiful: Hegel and the 
Philosophy of Pictorial Modernism, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013, and Danto, A., The 
Philosophical Disenfranchisement of Art, New York: Columbia University Press, 2004. 
4 Bernstein, J.M., The Fate of Art: Aesthetic Alienation from Kant to Derrida to Adorno, New York: 
Polity Press, 1993, p.5. 
5 Lin, T., ‘Does the Novel Have a Future? The Answer Is In This Essay!’, The Observer, April 19, 2011, 
http://observer.com/2011/04/does-the-novel-have-a-future-the-answer-is-in-this-essay, last viewed 
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genre has appeared to flourish precisely as its claims have arguably become most 

convincing: that is, as contemporary communication technologies have come to 

further disrupt the screen-dominated media ecology whose advent it was already 

widely feared would prove cataclysmic for what Marshall McLuhan called the 

Gutenberg Galaxy. To put it mildly, there can be no doubt that literature has been 

pushed to “the margins of the defining media of our time”.6 

In his essay ‘Changing Functions of Literature’, first published in 1986, 

Wolfgang Iser echoes Adorno’s observation: “The place of literature in modern society 

is something that can no longer be taken for granted,” he writes. “Once upon a time 

its significance was unquestioned, whereas now, paradoxically, the significance has 

been eroded in proportion to the increasing accessibility of books.”7 Yet Iser is 

sanguine about the “repeated announcements of the death of literature which have 

punctuated the last hundred years from Lautréamont through the revolt of ’68”.8 Such 

claims, he avers, “are symptoms of a malaise that affects the conceptions, functions, 

and applications of literature”, and not anything to do with literature itself. It is, in 

such moments of seeming apocalypse, “ideas entertained about literature, but not 

literature itself, [that] have come to an end”.9 In fact, Iser suggests, such existential 

crises of literature can be profoundly productive: “The negation of what literature was 

becomes the condition for what it can become.”10 Such has typically been the attitude, 

meanwhile, of the genre of the literary manifesto: Alain Robbe-Grillet’s For a New 

Novel and David Shields’ Reality Hunger spring to mind as two historically proximal 

calls for renewal. 

In his 2014 book The Value of The Novel, Peter Boxall shares Iser’s sense of the 

contemporary moment as one in which we must “seek to reassess and redefine why 

we read novels, and what they are for”.11 On Boxall’s account, however, such efforts 

must in the first place reckon less with literature’s rapidly shifting place in a changing 

medial and technological landscape than with the demolition of assumptions about 

January 18, 2018, and Self, W., ‘The novel is dead (this time it’s for real)’, The Guardian, May 2, 
2014, https://www.theguardian.com/books/2014/may/02/will-self-novel-dead-literary-fiction, last 
viewed January 18, 2018. 
6 Tabbi, J., Cognitive Fictions, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002, p.9. 
7 Iser, W., Prospecting: From Reader Response to Literary Anthropology, Maryland: JHU Press, 1989, 
p.197. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Boxall, P., The Value of the Novel, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015, p.8. 
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the value of literature and its institutional underpinnings that was carried out by the 

very period of literary theory during which Iser produced the above-cited words. 

Ironically, as Boxall points out, some of the very critics who led the charge to 

undermine those assumptions in the high moment of theory are now beating the path 

of retreat. The chief offender here is Terry Eagleton, whose 1983 work Literary 

Theory: An Introduction Boxall credits with helping to dissolve, for an entire 

generation, any difference—to phrase it in an Eagletonian way—between 

Shakespeare and Shania Twain, between Celan and a cereal box. By 2013, however, 

Eagleton has “turned full circle” with works like How to Read Literature. “It is no 

longer our duty to cast doubt on the intrinsic value of literature,” writes Boxall, 

summarising Eagleton’s volte-face; “rather, our urgent task now is to remind ourselves 

what literature is, and how to read it”.12 In The Event of Literature, Eagleton develops 

a five-point model to help us know literature when we see it.13 It is a framework that, 

while appearing to offer flexible criteria for identifying literature, marginalises or even 

ignores what is, for some theorists, most literary about it: its innovation and resultant 

singularity, the placing in question of literature by literature itself.14 

Yet Boxall registers a further complication that attends such efforts today, 

stemming from institutional shifts that have affected literary studies in the period 

during which Eagleton changed his mind—namely, the widespread displacement of 

traditional literature departments by creative writing programs: 

 

Where ‘theory’ bred a generation of critics who were sceptical of the validity 

12 Ibid., pp.3-4. 
13 His five factors include the fictional, the moral, the linguistic, non-pragmatic and normative. A 
literary work, then, is: “a work which is fictional, or which yields a significant insight into human 
experience as opposed to reporting empirical truths, or which uses language in a peculiarly 
heightened, figurative or self-conscious way, or which is not practical in the sense that shopping lists 
are, or which is highly valued as a piece of writing”. Eagleton adds that “the more of these features 
that are combined in a specific piece of writing, the more likely it is in our kind of culture that 
someone will dub it literary”. See Eagleton, T., The Event of Literature, New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2012, p.25. 
14 One might consult, for a counterexample, David Attridge’s The Singularity of Literature, New York: 
Routledge, 2004. Attridge argues that “innovation and unpredictability have been central to the 
practice and appreciation of Western art from its beginnings to the present day” (p.13); that 
literature “may be a cultural product, but it is never simply contained by culture” (p.6). Attridge’s 
approach is deeply inspired by Jacques Derrida’s. In conversation with Attridge in Derrida, J. ‘This 
Strange Institution Called Literature’: An Interview with Jacques Derrida’, Acts of Literature, ed. D. 
Attridge, New York: Routledge, 1992, p.33-75, Derrida responds to the question “What is 
literature?” by noting the fundamental ambiguity of the category: “literature as historical institution 
with its conventions, rules, etc., but also this institution of fiction which gives in principle the power 
to say everything, to break free of the rules, to displace them” (p.37). 
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of literature itself as an object of study, the ‘program era’ is tilting us in the 
other direction, towards a situation in which the distinction between creative 
and critical writing is becoming more difficult to sustain, and in which critical 
writing itself is becoming increasingly ‘literary’, increasingly belletristic. Where 
the last generation practiced a thoroughgoing scepticism about the validity of 
literature as an object of study, the current generation is growing up with a 
scepticism about the possibility of criticism as an autonomous activity.15 

 

Now, we might add here that the end of philosophy has, over the past two centuries, 

been every bit as recurrent a theme as—indeed, has not infrequently accompanied—

that of the end of literature. For Hegel, it is not only art that ends, but (with his own 

capstone contribution) philosophy as well. The period of the institutional and 

disciplinary upheaval that Boxall identifies as the source of our more recent literary 

disorientation, meanwhile, was equally an attempt to become post-philosophical: in 

fact, the moment of deconstruction is perhaps more strongly a critique of the West’s 

philosophical canon than of its literary one.16 Whatever the cause, though, Boxall 

rightly concludes that the present uncertainty is symptomatic of “a transitional period 

in the history of both literature and criticism”.17 In short, we appear to occupy a 

moment in which literature threatens to become both nothing and everything. 

The period of research that culminated in the present dissertation began in 

encounters with a set of contemporary texts that respond in an acutely perceptive and 

self-conscious way to this uncanny moment in literary history. To establish a rough 

and by no means exhaustive canon, I am thinking of works published over the past 

decade or so by writers like Don DeLillo, J.M. Coetzee, Ben Lerner, Karl Ove 

Knausgaard, Geoff Dyer, John D’Agata, Brian Dillon, Ali Smith, Chris Kraus, Matthias 

Énard, Siri Hustvedt, Rachel Cusk, W.G. Sebald, Richard Powers, David Markson, 

Gerald Murnane, David Shields, David Foster Wallace, William T. Vollmann, Tom 

McCarthy, Teju Cole, Jonathan Lethem, Milan Kundera, Julian Barnes, Hélène Cixous, 

15 Boxall, op. cit., p.5. 
16 Richard Rorty, another writer inspired by his encounter with Derrida, reverses Hegel’s claim, 
suggesting that literature has in fact made philosophy obsolete. See, above all, ‘Philosophy as a 
transitional genre’, Philosophy as Cultural Politics, Philosophical Papers, Volume 4, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2007, pp.89-104; Rorty, R., ‘Philosophy as a Kind of Writing: An Essay 
on Derrida’, New Literary History, vol. 10, no. 1, 1978, pp.141-160; and Rorty, R., Contingency, Irony, 
and Solidarity, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989. Derrida’s own contribution is, of 
course, extensive: see Derrida, J., Margins of Philosophy, trans. A. Bass, Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1982; Derrida, J., Of Grammatology, trans. G.C. Spivak, Baltimore: JHU Press, 2013; 
Derrida, J., Writing and Difference, trans. A. Bass, New York: Routledge, 1978. 
17 Boxall, op. cit., p.8, my emphasis. 



 6 

and Paul Auster. While quite diverse in approach, and certainly constituting nothing 

as organised or self-conscious as a literary movement, this international set of writers 

is united by its constituents’ shared understanding of the current epistemic moment as 

a particularly problematic one for literary production. They are further united by their 

shared response: a complex insistence on the cognitive purview and the critical 

vocation of literary art.  

In this Introduction, I want to sketch out some important features of this 

recent body of work—provisionally, with reference to only a handful of the authors 

mentioned above—before turning to describe the critical goals I pursue in this 

dissertation and describing its itinerary. 

 

 

  “Literature thinks”18 

 

The writers listed above frequently claim to consider their literary works primarily 

exercises in thought. DeLillo, in an interview with The Paris Review: “Writing is a* 

18 Eaglestone, R., Contemporary Fiction: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2013, p.1. I was surprised, quite late in the composition of this dissertation, to find this opening line 
in a general student introduction to literature. It is a great opener, however, precisely because it is 
tendentious, as Eaglestone himself arguably demonstrates by immediately backing away from it. He 
writes further down the same page: “[perhaps] ‘think’ is not the right word”. Eaglestone suggests 
that “‘think’ is too limiting a description of the range of what a novel can do with ideas” (p.1). On 
the contrary, I find it useful in this dissertation precisely because it is baggy and capacious, alleviating 
some of the historical freight of a term like ‘cognition’, associated as the latter is with idealist and 
empiricist philosophical traditions, as with psychological discourse and the sciences of the mind and 
brain. In The Poetry of Thought: From Helenism to Celan, New York: New Directions Publishing, 
2012, George Steiner observes: “We tend to use the term and concept of ‘thought’ with unconsidered 
scattering and largesse. We affix the process of ‘thinking’ to a teeming multiplicity  
which extends from the subconscious, chaotic torrent of internalised flotsam, even in sleep, to the 
most rigorous of analytical proceedings, which embraces the uninterrupted babble of the everyday 
and the focus of meditation in Aristotle on mind or Hegel on self. In common parlance ‘thinking’ is 
democratised. It is made universal and unlicensed.” (p.12) For Steiner, this introduces the problem 
of distinguishing serious from non-serious thought, “confound[ing] radically what are distinct, even 
antagonistic phenomena” (ibid.). “Most of us,” he writes, “are hardly cognisant of what it is ‘to 
think’, to transmute the bric-à-brac of, the shopworn refuse of our mental currents into ‘thought’.” 
(Ibid.) While I am not completely unsympathetic to Steiner’s goals here, which I take to be involved 
in the historically situated defence of a particular canon, I am more interested in the curious ways in 
which the serious and the non-serious are intertwined. It is for this very reason that ‘thinking’ and 
‘thought’ may offer room for us to better acknowledge, with Steiner, that “[p]hilosophy and 
literature occupy the same generative though ultimately circumscribed space”; that “their 
performative means are identical” (p.10). I am reminded here of a passage from Eagleton: “For 
Derrida, indeterminacy is where things come unstuck; for Wittgenstein, it is what makes things 
work. As he inquires in the Investigations, is an indistinct photograph of someone not a photograph 
of them at all? Do we need to measure our distance from the sun to the nearest millimetre? Does it 
not make sense to say ‘Stand roughly there’? Is a field without an exact boundary not a field at all? 
And isn’t conceptual fuzziness sometimes exactly what is needed?” (Eagleton, op. cit., p.29) 
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concentrated form of thinking.”19 Coetzee, enthusiastically blurbing David Shields’s 

Reality Hunger: “I, too, am drawn to literature as (as Shields puts it) ‘a form of 

thinking, consciousness, wisdom-seeking’”.20 Lerner, quoted in a feature article 

written on the publication of his most recent work of fiction: “10:04 uses artistic form 

to research new forms of feeling and thinking”.21 Such writers echo Milan Kundera’s 

claims, in The Art of the Novel, for the literary work as epistemic investigation: “The 

sole raison d’être of a novel is to discover what only the novel can discover,” writes 

Kundera. The authentic history of the novel—or the history of the authentic novel—is 

a “sequence of discoveries”.22 

 Such claims, coupled with the writers’ explicit (and often theoretically well-

informed) engagement, in their works, with issues typically considered the remit of 

epistemology and ethics, have often seen their writing characterised as an attempt to 

turn literature into philosophy.23 In the academic reception of Coetzee—by far the 

most developed critical discourse on any of the writers I have mentioned—such is 

often the claim. As Carol Clarkson observes, much of the extant critical writing on 

Coetzee undertakes “to demonstrate the ways in which Coetzee’s work embodies a 

given theoretical or philosophical position”.24 Books and essays making similar claims 

about DeLillo, Wallace, and Markson are also common. 

 Yet what these writers intend by the claim to think through their literary 

works would appear to be something other than simply expressing a philosophical 

position anterior to the works themselves—or something that can be detached from 

them without further ado. We can already see as much by noting the role they assign 

to ideas or concepts in their work: “Ideas are certainly important—who would deny 

that?—but the fact is,” writes Coetzee, “the ideas that operate in novels and poems, 

once they are unpicked from their context and laid out on the laboratory table, 

19 DeLillo, D. & Begley, A., ‘Don DeLillo, The Art of Fiction No. 135’, The Paris Review, issue 128, Fall 
1993, https://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/1887/don-delillo-the-art-of-fiction-no-135-don-
delillo, last viewed January 19, 2018. 
20 Coetzee cited in cover endorsement, Shields, D., Reality Hunger: A Manifesto, New York: Vintage, 
2011.  
21 Sniderman, A., ‘Ben Lerner’s 10:04’, The Last Magazine, August 27, 2014, https://thelast-
magazine.com/ben-lerner-new-novel-1004, last viewed January 18, 2018. 
22 Kundera, M., The Art of the Novel, trans. L. Asher, London: Faber and Faber, 2005, p.6. 
23 This has infrequently been so to the chagrin of the critics making the claim. DeLillo and Coetzee’s 
recent works have attracted critical reactions ranging from bewilderment to disappointment to 
anger. I explore several examples in the third section of this dissertation, ‘Novel and Essay’. 
24 Clarkson, C., J.M. Coetzee: Countervoices, London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009, p.17. 
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usually turn out to be uncomplicated, even banal.”25 Kundera goes further, insisting 

that the novelist is “nobody’s spokesman…not even the spokesman for his own 

ideas”.26 Elsewhere, acknowledging that the thematic stratum is an ineluctable 

element of any literary work, Coetzee suggests it is  

 

not the theme that counts, but thematising. What themes emerge in the 
process are heuristic, provisional, and in that sense insignificant. The 
reasoning imagination thinks in themes because those are the only means it 
has; but the means are not the end.27  
 

While willing to speak here of ideas and themes in general, we might add that 

Coetzee has been famously reluctant to offer interpretations of his own work: “If there 

were a better, clearer, shorter way of saying what the fiction says, then why not scrap 

the fiction?”28 

 Such literary thinking, then, seems to involve—more, to be constituted by and 

as—the process of passing through, of experiencing, the irreducible particularity of 

the literary work. DeLillo has made some instructive comments here: in ‘The Power of 

History’, an essay published around the same time as Underworld, he insists that the 

critical function of the literary work is bound up, not in any abstract arguments or 

positions it contains, but in its pleasurable remembrance of sensuous particularity. 

“The writer,” insists DeLillo, “sets his pleasure, his eros, his creative delight in 

language and his sense of self-preservation against the vast and uniform Death that 

history tends to fashion as its most enduring work.”29 The view of history espoused by 

DeLillo is akin to that expressed by Kundera in The Art of the Novel: for the latter 

writer, the passage of modern history is characterised as “a veritable whirlpool of 

reduction”,30 an inexorable tendency toward the effacement of difference and alterity, 

toward the imposition of sameness. For DeLillo, as for Kundera, it is the particularities 

of the lifeworld, “retrieved, remarkably, in the sensuous drenching play of memory”, 

25 Coetzee cited in Clarkson, op. cit., p.102. 
26 Kundera, op. cit., p.158. 
27 Coetzee, J.M., ‘Thematising’, The Return of Thematic Criticism, ed. W. Sollors, Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1993, p.289. 
28 Coetzee, J.M. & Atwell, D., ‘An Exclusive Interview with J.M. Coetzee’, DN.se, December 8, 2003, 
https://www.dn.se/kultur-noje/an-exclusive-interview-with-j-m-coetzee, last viewed January 19, 
2018. 
29 DeLillo, D., ‘The Power of History’, The New York Times, September 7, 1997, 
http://www.nytimes.com/library/books/090797article3.html, last viewed January 17, 2018. 
30 Kundera, op. cit., p.17. 
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that allow us to resist history’s “flat, thin, tight and relentless designs”.31 It is “fiction's 

role to imagine deeply, to follow obscure urges into unreliable regions of experience—

child-memoried, existential and outside time”.32 The thinking of literature—its 

standing as a means by which “consciousness is extended and human truth seen 

anew”—is thus a re-thinking, a re-cognition of cognition itself: a realisation of what 

we failed to see, arriving thoughtlessly as we did in the “tightly coiled” historical 

present.33 “Fiction is all about reliving things,” writes DeLillo. “It is our second 

chance.”34 

 In recent years, a type of literary criticism ready to see in such literature a 

distinct cognitive modality has attempted valiantly to overcome earlier critical 

tendencies toward reductive philosophical paraphrase. Carrol Clarkson’s above-cited 

study of Coetzee is exemplary in this respect.35 However respectful it wishes to be, 

though, of the independent accomplishments of the literary work, there is an ever-

present temptation in such writing to turn the work it reads into something it is not. 

David Cowart notes of DeLillo that the author “often arrives independently at 

philosophical insights paralleling those of linguistic and literary theory”36 even to the 

extent that there exists among scholars a “fear that theoretically informed criticism of 

DeLillo will seem always to be a gilding of the lily”: a sense that perhaps we ought to 

“dispense with theory and simply read DeLillo”.37 The substitution here is subtle but 

consequential, insufficiently addressed by that word ‘paralleling’. 

 It is not a temptation that Clarkson avoids, arguing as she does that Coetzee 

“contributes to, politico-philosophical thinking in the fields of language, ethics, and 

aesthetics”,38 notwithstanding her qualification that he does so above all by “pos[ing] 

a challenge to the conventionally accepted limits of fictional, literary and academic 

writing”.39 A similar criticism might be made of Mark M. Freed’s rigorous and 

31 DeLillo, op. cit. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Ibid. 
35 So too are a number of recent books that spring to mind: Anthony Uhlmann’s Thinking in 
Literature: Joyce, Woolf, Nabokov, Sydney: Bloomsbury, 2011; Astrid Lorange’s How Reading is 
Written: A Brief Index to Gertrude Stein, Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 2014; Steiner’s 
aforementioned The Poetry of Thought—each of which draws on quite different theoretical resources. 
36 Cowart, D., Don DeLillo: The Physics of Language, Georgia: University of Georgia Press, 2003, 
p.172. 
37 Ibid., p.10. 
38 Clarkson, op. cit., p.xii. 
39 Ibid., p.18. 
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engaging situation of Robert Musil’s work in relation to Bruno Latour, among others. 

Borrowing a formulation from Derrida, Freed characterises Musil’s writing, especially 

The Man Without Qualities, as attempting to “determine a nonphilosophical place, a 

place of exteriority or alterity from which one might still treat of philosophy”.40 Notice, 

again, how this view of Musil “en marge de la philosophie”,41 while attempting to 

underwrite the cognitive and epistemic credentials of literature in contradistinction to 

those of philosophy, nonetheless does so in a gesture of philosophical recuperation. 

 Meanwhile, it is clearly a problem, not just for their critical interpretation, but 

for the literary works themselves. I have sketched above a view of literary cognition 

that, to put it roughly, emphasises process over product, problematising the traditional 

distinction between form and content. In Iser’s terms, such a view emphasises the 

effects of literature over its meaning, or its pragmatic over its semantic dimension. Yet 

this shift does not and cannot dissolve questions about the referential function of 

literary discourse. Literary works, by virtue of being works of language, possess an 

ineluctable conceptual stratum, as we shall later see Adorno argue. To completely 

ignore the constative aspect of works like Diary of a Bad Year or D’Agata’s The Lifespan 

of a Fact or Lerner’s Leaving the Atocha Station or DeLillo’s Point Omega would be 

churlish.  

 In fact, it has been precisely the failure of such works to meet the 

conventional expectations associated with the novel that has left many critics 

disappointed: it is not really that these works are literary that has so perturbed or 

disappointed such readers, but rather that they are not literary enough. In contrast to 

the mainstream picture of the novel, the charge of descriptive ‘thinness’ levelled 

against such works is often quite valid. Coetzee himself concedes as much: “Readers 

who come to my recent books looking for the kind of pleasure that one can 

legitimately expect from the novel,” he writes, “and that one perhaps gets from a book 

like Michael K, find them thin and artificial, and who can blame them?”42 We might, of 

course, chalk this up to an unsuccessful development of late style in a writer who has 

arguably, to borrow one of his narrators’ phrases, “never taken much pleasure in the 

visible world”43 anyway. I claim, however, that critics are mistaken when they treat 

40 Derrida cited in Freed, M.M., Robert Musil and the NonModern, New York: Continuum, 2011, p.2. 
41 Freed, op. cit., p.2. 
42 Coetzee cited in Atwell, D., J.M. Coetzee and the Life of Writing: Face to Face with Time, Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2015, p.212. 
43 Coetzee, J.M., Diary of a Bad Year, Melbourne: Text Publishing, 2008, p.154. 



 11 

such works as merely pretentious or as evidence of personal artistic decline. I submit, 

instead, that this thinness is but one feature of a broader and deliberate—if not 

entirely voluntary—withdrawal, among the most advanced contemporary writers, 

from what Kundera calls “the verisimilitude pact”.44 

 Claims of blockage, of a sense of impossibility that attends straightforward 

novelistic composition today, are common among the novelists with whom I am 

concerned here. In A Man in Love, the second book of My Struggle, Knausgaard tells us 

that the work we’re reading emerged from a period of such consternation: “Just the 

thought of fiction,” he writes, “just the thought of a fabricated character in a 

fabricated plot made me feel nauseous”.45 “The traditional form of the novel,” he 

writes elsewhere, in a more measured tone, “wasn’t eloquent.”46 This sense of 

exhaustion brings Knausgaard to espouse the pull of directness: “The only genres I 

saw value in, which still conferred meaning,” he writes, “were diaries and essays, the 

types of literature that did not deal with narrative, that were not about anything, but 

just consisted of a voice, the voice of your own personality, a life, a face, a gaze you 

could meet.”47 The way that Coetzee, by contrast, turns his back on what David Atwell 

calls “the nauseating business of producing verisimilitude”48 proceeds from his 

prioritisation of “‘second order’ questions”: 

 

Examples would be ‘What am I doing when I represent? What is the difference 
between living in the real world and living in a world of representations?’ 
From inside the process of thinning-out, Coetzee clarifies here what is most 
important for him: the second reflection on one’s practice.49  

44 Kundera, op. cit., p.94. 
45 Knausgaard, K.O., A Man in Love: My Struggle Book 2, trans. D. Bartlett, New York: Vintage, 2013, 
p.446. 
46 Knausgaard, K.O. & Wood, J., ‘Writing My Struggle: An Exchange’, The Paris Review, Issue 211, 
Winter 2014, https://www.theparisreview.org/miscellaneous/6345/writing-emmy-struggle-em-an-
exchange-james-wood-karl-ove-knausgaard, last viewed January 19, 2018. 
47 Knausgaard, A Man in Love, p.497. 
48 Atwell, op. cit., p.211. 
49 Ibid., pp.212-213. It is interesting to note that these reflexive tendencies are inflected with an 
acute awareness of the literary work’s situation, not only within literary history, but within a broader 
media ecology. In an interview, for example, Lerner states the following: “The old claim of the novel 
to make you ‘see’ is complicated by the surfeit of visual detail that’s provided by almost any 
photograph. The thickest novelistic description is less optically realistic than any conventional 
photograph. As a result, including photographs [in literary works] both subtracts and adds pressure 
to the prose: it relieves it of the burden of simulating the optical if only because it reminds us how 
narrative prose just isn’t as good at that as the camera. Then the novel has to figure out what it is 
good at. A lot has been said about how painting responded to the photograph, but I haven’t heard 
nearly as much or as interesting talk among novelists about how fiction has had to reassess its 
priorities in light of cheaply reproducible photographs.” (Lerner, B. & Lin, T. ‘You’re a poet; don’t 
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One fascinating aspect of the contemporary moment I am trying to identify here is the 

fact that, within it, these two positions—Knausgaard’s and Coetzee’s—are not 

mutually exclusive: an aspiration to directness of expression and an acute reflexive 

awareness of mediation, a desire to bypass genre and a critical interrogation of its 

procedures, are two sides of the same coin. 

 

 

  Texts, paratexts, pretexts 

 

One of the inviolable terms of the verisimilitude pact described by Kundera reads as 

follows: “the author with his own considerations must disappear so as not to disturb 

the reader, who wants to give himself over to illusion and take fiction for reality”.50 It 

is, as Knausgaard’s yearning for directness suggests, yet another condition that these 

contemporary authors have been wont to breach. This has often led to their works 

being seen as examples of metafiction or autofiction. In the most acute instances, such 

works thematise, and to varying degrees fictionalise, not only their historical 

authors—‘Ben Lerner’ is the protagonist of 10:04, ‘Karl Ove Knausgaard’ that of My 

Struggle—but also their own processes of gestation and composition. Such works, I 

would argue, cannot be reduced to the tradition of the Bildungsroman or 

Künstlerroman, that tale of alienation written in the hindsight of reconciliation: here 

we accompany the writer in the present tense of writing about writing, writing about 

thinking about writing.51 

you hate most poems?’, The Believer, undated, 
https://www.believermag.com/exclusives/?read=interview_lerner, last viewed January 19, 2018) 
50 Kundera, op. cit., p.34. 
51 On this front, there is a connection between these works and what Roland Barthes calls “pre-
novels”: “This is, perhaps, what is happening today with the novel, if you will concede that most of 
the creditable and original works currently being published are problematical novels in which the 
fiction is accompanied by a questioning of the basic categories of novelistic creation, as though, 
since the ideal novel—the innocent novel—is now impossible, literature had principally to say how it 
is running from itself and killing itself—in short, how it is rejecting itself. In France this began with 
Proust. Throughout his enormous oeuvre, Proust is always about to write. He has the traditional 
literary act in his sights, but he constantly puts it off and it is at the end of this period of expectation, 
an expectation he never meets, that the work has been constructed in spite of itself. It was the 
waiting itself that formed the substance of a work whose suspended nature was enough to set the 
writer speaking. The most conscious forms of novel-writing today are all part of this Proustian 
movement by which the writer sets his novel going before our eyes and then consigns it to silence at 
a point when, a hundred years earlier, he would have barely begun to speak.” (Barthes, R., 
‘Masculine, feminine, neuter’ and other writings on literature, trans. C. Turner, New York: Seagull 
Books, 2016) 
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 Such texts, concerned with their own genesis and methods of proceeding, 

tend to hover indeterminately between literature and its commentary, between novel 

and essay, between fiction and nonfiction, between primary and secondary. They are 

texts that are their own paratexts, caught in a play of inside and outside.52 Tabbi, in 

his path-breaking Cognitive Fictions, recognises precursors to this moment in the 

works of writers like Markson and Powers. He compares the work-structures 

employed by such authors to a Möbius strip.53 Translating the synchronic relation of 

inside-outside into diachronic terms, they are also, meanwhile, texts that are often 

their own pretexts: indeed, insofar as they come weirdly before and after themselves, 

their reflexive character is their fundamental condition of possibility, rather than a 

stylish feature ‘added on’ and so possible, let alone preferable, to excise. 

 Have such works turned the current aporia of literature and criticism into the 

object of literary representation? Or have they dissolved literary writing into a kind of 

belletristic criticism, recuperating its devices for an essentially extra-literary purpose? 

The impossibility of finally answering these questions, and the deep insufficiency of 

our current purchase on the issues involved, is reflected in the impasse of the critical 

debate that attends them: an interminable taxonomic back-and-forth over which 

genre they properly belong to. Is Knausgaard’s My Struggle, in the final analysis, a 

memoir or a novel? What about Coetzee’s Summertime? To resolve such conflicts, 

these problematic works are sometimes magnanimously described as generic hybrids 

or as a-generic. To my mind, however, they might often be more fruitfully described as 

deliberately and necessarily unresolved, and so as aspiring at once to a kind of post- 

and pre-generic status. 

 In Diary of a Bad Year the narrative and discursive layers of the text have 

either separated out or failed to come together in the first place: the pages of the book 

are divided into three horizontal panels, the top panel containing a set of essay-like 

texts, the lower two containing some rather schematic narrative passages. No guide is 

offered to the reader for how these should be assembled into a work—implying, 

perhaps, that this indecision should be considered part of the work, or that in the end 

what is being presented does not quite add up to a work at all. It is important to note 

that the essays that comprise the top section of the book’s pages are themselves not 

52 For an influential elaboration of the notion of the paratext, see Genette, G., Paratexts: Thresholds 
of Interpretation, trans. J.E. Lewin, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997. 
53 Tabbi, op. cit., p.4. 
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presented as finished works, but instead qualified in the narrative and epistolary 

components of the book as drafts in the process of being composed.54 Not only that, 

but these pieces are divided into two separate collections, thus breaking Diary of a 

Bad Year into two further parts: the first, the ‘Strong Opinions’55 that the narrator-

protagonist JC56 has been commissioned to write for a German publication; the 

second, a ‘Second Diary’57 featuring a “gentler set of opinions”,58 a revisionist attempt 

prompted (and tempered) by JC’s unrequited sexual interest in his typist, Anya. 

 Interestingly, it is to a significant degree in this process of discursive 

composition—of drafting and revising, of cognising and re-cognising, in response to 

pressures within the environment (and within the textual space of the book)—that we 

might locate the dramatic stakes of this work. On the basis of archival research, Atwell 

reports that “Coetzee had often been tempted by the idea of adding a layer of 

commentary to the narrative he was composing, and Diary of a Bad Year is a version of 

this, except that instead of the narrative being embedded within commentary, we have 

commentary embedded within narrative”.59 Let us note again the odd reversal at work 

here: where the essayistic portions of the text, by being modalised in the unfolding of 

fictional narrative,60 become a significant locus of its drama, so the narrative in turn 

becomes a kind of critical commentary: conceptual discourse, in its drafting, becomes 

action, while narrative functions as distanciation, as a kind of ‘second reflection’. The 

‘result’ of this procedure is to place the results of this work in a kind of permanent 

54 These essay texts are themselves, meanwhile, an ensemble whose generic fixity is uncertain, a 
matter of unresolved debate in the middle horizontal strip. The protagonist reports on a discussion 
with his German editor Bruno about the generic name most appropriate to the pieces he has been 
writing: “Opiniâtre, say the French: obdurate, stony, mulish. Bruno, in his German, is more 
diplomatic. He is still wavering between calling these little excursions Meinungen or Ansichten. 
Meinungen are opinions, he says, but opinions subject to fluctuations of mood. The Meinungen I held 
yesterday are not necessarily the Meinungen I hold today. Ansichten, by contrast, are firmer, more 
thought out. In our last communication he was tending to prefer Meinungen. Six different writers, 
six different personalities, he says: how can we be sure how firmly wedded each writer is to his 
opinions? Best to leave the question open. What interests the reader more, anyhow, is the quality of 
the opinions themselves—their variety, their power to startle, the ways in which they match or do 
not match the reputations of their authors. I disagree. Ansichten is the word I want, I say, Harte 
Ansichten, if you can say that in German. Feste Ansichten, says Bruno. Let me give it further thought.” 
(Coetzee, Diary of a Bad Year, pp.101-106) 
55 Ibid., pp.1-126. 
56 ‘John Coetzee’? There are at least—or perhaps precisely—enough similarities in place to provoke 
the question of the historical author’s distance from the views espoused. 
57 Ibid., pp.127-178. 
58 Coetzee, op. cit., p.119. 
59 Atwell, op. cit., p.211. 
60 ‘Embedded within’—Atwell’s phrase—seems to me too strong, for they are placed alongside one 
another, juxtaposed. In fact, under the traditional conventions of English-language reading, a kind of 
spatial priority is given here to the essayistic. 
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abeyance. Diary of a Bad Year offers us, at most, a thinking-through of the question of 

the transmission of thoughts in writing; less an opinion about writers having opinions, 

perhaps, than an opinionating about opinionating.61 

 A similar set of comments might be made about D’Agata’s The Lifespan of a 

Fact, co-authored with Jim Fingal. This is another text that experiments with page 

layout conventions to achieve a peculiar kind of self-provisionalisation, effecting a 

similarly uneasy intermingling of narrative and commentary. Here is the book’s jacket 

copy: 

 

In 2003, an essay by John D’Agata was rejected by the magazine that 
commissioned it due to factual inaccuracies. That essay—which eventually 
became the foundation of D’Agata’s About a Mountain—was accepted by 
another magazine, but not before they handed it to their own fact-checker, 
Jim Fingal. What resulted from that assignment was seven years of 
arguments, negotiations, and revisions as D’Agata and Fingal struggled to 
navigate the boundaries of literary nonfiction. What emerges is a brilliant and 
eye-opening meditation on the relationship between ‘truth’ and ‘accuracy’, and 
a penetrating conversation about whether it is appropriate for a writer to 
substitute one for the other.62 

 

The Lifespan of a Fact includes the entire text of that original essay, but the frame of 

the page has been ‘zoomed out’ to encompass, at its surrounding margins, a 

philosophical and literary-theoretical dialogue between writer and fact-checker. 

Claims from the ‘main text’ that are conceded in this conversation are printed in black, 

while those that are rejected or contested or—as is the case in many instances—

simply impossible to resolve are rendered in red. Again, then, we have a text about a 

work that hesitates on the edge of becoming a work itself; a work, then, made out of 

its working, out of its own reluctance, or lack of desire, or inability to cohere—an 

unworked work.  

 The process of factual scrutiny involved in the dialogic margins goes from the 

61 For a discussion of the specifics of the cultural criticism carried out in Diary of a Bad Year that 
situates it within the ‘Australian’ phase of Coetzee’s career, see Hayes, P., J.M. Coetzee and the Novel: 
Writing and Politics after Beckett, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010, pp.223-259. 
62 D’Agata, J. & Fingal, J., The Lifespan of a Fact, New York: W.W. Norton & Company, 2012, back 
cover. I am reminded that seven years is the amount of time Hans Castorp spends convalescing in his 
mountaintop sanctuary—see Mann, T., The Magic Mountain, trans. J.E. Woods, New York: Vintage, 
1996. It would be interesting to consider the orders of time being compressed here: the dialogical 
elements of The Lifespan of a Fact distil years of correspondence, but are experienced in something 
approximating the ‘immediacy’ of real-time conversation. 
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straightforward—the expected matters of who, when, where—to the absurd. Of the 

latter, the limit cases are, of course, the most intriguing: “‘Nine grains of wheat on a 

four-leaf clover will lure a Victorian faerie.’ Factual Dispute: Almost everywhere I’ve 

looked—which predictably includes a lot of poorly constructed websites about 

faeries—suggests that seven grains of wheat are what will catch a faerie, not nine.”63 

Such instances lead inevitably to questions about the meeting point of literary genre 

and epistemic status. Frustrated with the demands of empirical veracity being 

imposed on his work, ‘D’Agata’ rejects the label of nonfiction altogether, offering an 

alternative: 

 

The fact is that ‘nonfiction’ was first widely used in literary circles only fifty or 
sixty years ago. It was introduced to describe the work that was being done in 
‘New Journalism’ in the 1960s and 1970s. So our use of it is very new. And 
forget about the fact that not everything that was being written at that time in 
this genre was journalism. Obviously, there was memoir, there was biography, 
there was nature writing, travelogues, etc. So not only is ‘nonfiction’ a very 
young term, but it’s been an inadequate one from the start. And yet we’ve had 
the term ‘essay’ at our disposal for over five hundred years. And appropriately 
enough, what the term ‘essay’ describes is not a negation of genre—as 
‘nonfiction’ does—but rather an activity, an ‘attempt, a trial, an experiment’. 
And so all of a sudden under that term you can feel the genre opening back up 
in order to embrace its own curiosity, trying to track the activity of the 
practitioner’s mind as art negotiates memories, observations, anecdotes, 
history, science, myth, experience. […] An essay is not a vehicle for facts, in 
other words, nor for information, nor verifiable experience. An essay is an 
experience, and a very human one at that.64 

 

Of course, one suspects the authors’ desire for us to consider Lifespan of a Fact itself in 

this light. Oddly, it is a type of reading that we might at once feel reluctant to grant 

it—after all, the referentiality being placed in question is hardly inconsequential—and 

yet notice that we have already been practicing in attending to its complex manner of 

reflexive evanescence, its reference to its own processes of referring.65 

63 D’Agata, J. & Fingal, J., op. cit., p.98. 
64 Ibid., p.111. 
65 Dyer makes a similar request for an essayistic mode of reading—or, rather, the suspension of a 
certain kind of empiricist reading—in a note that prefaces Dyer, G., White Sands: Experiences from 
the Outside World, Edinburgh: Canongate Books, 2016: “This book is a mixture of fiction and non-
fiction. What’s the difference? Well, in fiction stuff can be made up or altered. My wife, for example, 
is called Rebecca whereas in these pages the narrator’s wife is called Jessica. So that’s it really. You 
call yourself the narrator and change the names. But Jessica is there in the non-fiction too. The main 
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 Lerner’s 10:04 makes use of a subtler kind of palimpsestic structure. Rather 

than messing with the conventions of the page, it contains five discreet sections: one 

of these is a reprinting, in its entirety (title font and all), of a short story published in 

The New Yorker; the remaining four recount Lerner’s (‘Lerner’s’) composition of that 

story, his subsequent receipt of a large advance to write a novel based on it, and his 

struggle to compose that book in what he considers to be an authentic manner: the 

book that results, of course, is “the book you’re reading now, a work that, like a poem, 

is neither fiction nor nonfiction, but a flickering between them”.66 Meanwhile, the 

book includes passages from essays published elsewhere, as well as an ‘artist’s talk’, 

reported as speech in the text, on the concept of the poem as palimpsest (a text Lerner 

has in turn read from the novel, on at least one occasion, in place of giving an actual 

artist’s talk—an intervention, he says, that allows him to “give a talk without having 

to be identical to myself”67). If 10:04 is not fragmented in the visual manner of Diary 

of a Bad Year or The Lifespan of a Fact, then, it is nonetheless equally self-conscious 

about being fractured, of belonging to multiple epistemological and medial orders at 

once, and of never really resolving into a novel, or even an autonomous and self-

identical work. Indeed, its representational process consists in the suspension of a 

decision between these orders and the deferral of its own arrival.  

 It seems salient, at this point, to mention that Lerner—who, like many of the 

writers I listed earlier, has published poetry and argumentative essays as well as 

novels—describes his oeuvre as “one work”, as “one long sentence”, thereby implying 

that each work is but a fragment of an emerging whole.68 In considering the 

ambiguous status of this unfolding work—each instalment of which feeds on and 

rewrites an earlier one—we might also note that Lerner has elsewhere described the 

novel form, over against its traditional conception in terms of narrative, “as a 

fundamentally curatorial form, as a genre that assimilates and arranges and 

point is that the book does not demand to be read according to how far from a presumed dividing 
line—a line separating certain forms and the expectations they engender—it is assumed to stand.” 
(Front matter)   
66 Lerner, B., 10:04, New York: Picador, 2015, p.194.  
67 Lerner, B., ‘Brazenly Brown: A Lecture by Ben Lerner’ (online video), BrownBAI, February 19, 
2015, https://vimeo.com/120614640, last viewed January 19, 2018, 9:21-9:27. This incident recalls 
Coetzee’s presentation of a work of narrative fiction as his Nobel Prize lecture: see Coetzee, J.M., 
‘Novel Lecture by J.M. Coetzee’ (online video), Nobelprize.org, December 7, 2003, 
https://www.nobelprize.org/mediaplayer/index.php?id=555, last viewed January 19, 2018. 
68 Lerner, B., ‘No Art: Poetry, fiction, criticism, fiction, poetry’ (online video), Foyles, November 1, 
2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8PGkC6e855Q, last viewed January 19, 2018, 7:24-
7:41. 
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dramatises encounters with other genres: poetry, criticism and so on”.69 This 

description of novelistic writing as curation problematises the difference between 

reading and writing: the novelist’s goal, on this view, is not to narrate, but to 

assemble, not to invent, but to arrange. As Adam Gordon, the narrator of Leaving the 

Atocha Station, puts it: “my poems in their randomness were in some important sense 

unformed, less poems than a pile of materials out of which poems could be built; they 

were pure potentiality, awaiting articulation”.70 It also suggests a writing practice that 

steers by its own wake: a rethinking what was previously thought, a living process of 

self-correction in response to responses to earlier efforts. 

 Again, this implies an ambivalence of the primary and secondary. Lerner 

emphasises the unique reflexivity of the novel’s perspective on ekphrasis, at once 

enabling us to look at works and to look at our looking. “I think this makes the novel 

a great vehicle for art criticism,” he writes in an essay titled ‘The Actual World’, “and 

much of the best art criticism seems to have learned something from fiction.”71 Here, 

once again, we find a destabilisation of the difference between literature and 

criticism, novel and essay:  

 

A brilliant book like T.J. Clark’s The Sight of Death (2006)—‘an experiment in 
art writing’ in which he chronicles his encounters with two of Nicolas 
Poussin’s canvases over the course of six months at the Getty Research 
Institute in Los Angeles—has as much in common with novels as it does with 
most conventional art criticism…[Clark’s book] is a compelling work in part 
because it dispenses with the fiction that an image can ever be seen all at 
once, or seen objectively—the fictions on which much ‘non-fiction’ art writing 
is based—in order to present a museum encounter in and over time. (Clark’s 
diaristic book also contains several ekphrastic poems as if to acknowledge the 
absorptiveness of prose).72 

 

He explains further: 

 

Prose fiction can allow you to offer a robust description of all the 
epiphenomena and contingencies involved in a particular character’s 
encounter with a particular work: it allows you to place that encounter in a 

69 Lerner, B., ‘The Actual World’, Frieze, June 16, 2013, https://frieze.com/article/actual-world, last 
viewed January 17, 2018. 
70 Lerner, B., Leaving the Atocha Station, New York: Coffee House Press, 2011, pp.37-39. 
71 Lerner, ‘The Actual World’. 
72 Ibid. 
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character’s life, time, day, describing not only a quality of light in a gallery, but 
what the character has read or eaten or smoked, what was on his or her mind 
on that morning or evening, what protest they passed on the way to the 
museum, etc.73 

 

Equally, though, Lerner considers the staging of such critical encounters with artworks 

to be tools of novelistic characterisation: a way to “test a character’s responses”74 

within the diegetic space of the work. 

Similar things can be said about My Struggle. Like Lerner, like D’Agata, and 

like the Coetzee of Elizabeth Costello, Knausgaard imports into his text essays that 

have been published elsewhere: My Struggle’s first volume, A Death in the Family, 

begins with one such piece, a meditation on the changes that a human body 

undergoes in the period immediately following death.75 It is not only the copy-pasting 

of this text that should interest us here. We should also note that this six-volume 

work, often described as a ‘life story’, begins (notwithstanding its preoccupation with 

the body) in a decidedly disembodied and ‘generalised’ discursive space. It will return 

to this space frequently—dropping in and out of a ‘story’ that in any case does not 

obey a linear principle of ordering, but rather moves from period to period as these 

occur to the author in the present tense of composition76—and will terminate in that 

same reflective space some 3,500 pages later in a long essay on Adolf Hitler and 

Anders Brevik. Are these essayistic passages merely asides, an accompaniment to the 

novelistic ‘main event’? Or are the descriptive passages examples that stem from and 

serve to prompt those reflections? Have both kinds been dissolved into the flow of a 

generalised, post-generic writing? Or is this relationship not yet resolved, the work 

once again consisting in its resistance to its own fixity? 

The extreme narrative dilation of My Struggle, to borrow a term from Lerner, 

means that it consists more of an accumulation of minor details and episodes than of 

73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid. 
75 For example, a sizeable portion that would be reworked as the opening of Knausgaard, K.O., A 
Death in the Family: My Struggle Book 1, trans. D. Bartlett, New York: Vintage, 2013 was first 
published in Samtiden—see Knausgaard, K.O., ‘Om framtiden’, Samtiden, no.3, 2008, pp.102-113. I 
thank Stefan Kjerkegaard at Aarhus Univeristy, Denmark, for telling me about this publication. 
76 “It is now a few minutes past eight o’clock in the morning,” Knausgaard tells us in one such 
moment, early in A Death in the Family. “It is the fourth of March, 2008. I am sitting in my office, 
surrounded by books from floor to ceiling, listening to the Swedish band Dungen and thinking about 
what I have written and where it is leading.” (Ibid., p.24) 
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narrative events.77 Indeed, it is so detailed in its recall that any resemblance between 

it and straightforward autobiography quickly dissipates.78 Regardless, its focus on 

daily minutiae has led many critics to describe it as initiating a new kind of realism, 

offering a new degree of intimacy and immediacy in its seemingly ‘real time’ 

evocation of the flow of quotidian life. Yet in an interview with The Paris Review, 

Knausgaard appears to disavow such immediacy: 

 

My book is very much about what experiences are and what they’re good for, 
but it isn’t one of those experiences in itself. It’s a secondary thing. It’s a 
secondary book. A book about experiences that doesn’t produce those 
experiences, if you understand the difference. That’s why I’m writing about 
Celan instead of trying to write like Celan. It really is second best. I know this, 
and not a thousand good reviews can make me forget.79 
 

The vast serial nature of My Struggle once again recalls the Möbius strip, or perhaps 

the ouroboros, for among the experiences the book comes to be about is its own 

publication and reception: “This novel has been painful for everyone close to me,” he 

writes in Book 6; “it has been hurting me, and in a few years, when they are old 

enough to read it, it will hurt my children.”80 The text thus comes to intervene in 

itself: its self-awareness and self-modification become its conditions of possibility. 

Once again, the boundary between inside and outside, text and paratext, literature 

and what is not literature, has broken down. 

 This unfinished modality is also manifest in the ‘quality’ of its prose. In the 

critical reception of My Struggle, comparisons to Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time 

have been frequent. These are perhaps to be expected, given the vast memorial nature 

of both projects—and, indeed, it is a comparison that Knausgaard himself has 

77 In an interview with The Paris Review, Knausgaard reports the following: “My first book had a 
strong story, strong narration. I would see how far I could take a digression out before I needed to 
go back to the narration, and I discovered I could go for thirty or forty pages, and then the 
digressions took over. So in Min Kamp I’m doing nothing but digressions, no story lines.” 
(Knausgaard, K.O. & Baron, J., ‘Completely Without Dignity: An Interview with Karl Ove 
Knausgaard’, The Paris Review, December 26, 2013, 
https://www.theparisreview.org/blog/2013/12/26/completely-without-dignity-an-interview-with-
karl-ove-knausgaard, last viewed January 17, 2018) 
78 For a thorough discussion of this issue, and of Knausgaard’s reliability as a narrator, see Schmitt, 
A. & Kjerkegaard, S., ‘Karl Ove Knausgaard’s My Struggle: A Real Life in a Novel’, a/b: 
Auto/Biography Studies, vol. 31, no. 3, 2016, June 24, 2016, 
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/08989575.2016.1184543, last viewed January 19, 
2018. 
79 Knausgaard & Baron, op. cit. 
80 Knausgaard cited and translated in Schmitt & Kjerkegaard, op cit. 



 21 

arguably courted: “I not only read Marcel Proust’s novel À la recherche du temps 

perdu,” he writes early in A Death in the Family, in what critics have almost universally 

taken to be a directive for interpretation, “but virtually imbibed it.”81 In spite of the 

significant thematic and morphological overlap, however, the differences between My 

Struggle and In Search of Lost Time have not escaped notice. As James Ley writes in an 

essay published in the Sydney Review of Books, “Knausgaard’s rough-hewn prose 

certainly has none of Proust’s refined elegance of style.”82 Where Proust, one might be 

tempted to say, offers us poetry, Knausgaard offers us something less than that. 

Meanwhile, Knausgaard himself has stated he considers Proust “pure literature”, 

conceding implicitly that his own work is something other than this. He has, in fact, 

referred to himself as an “anti-Proust”.83 

81 Knausgaard, A Death in the Family, p.26. 
82 Ley, J., ‘Notes on Kamp: My Struggle by Karl Ove Knausgaard’, The Sydney Review of Books, 
December 20, 2013, https://sydneyreviewofbooks.com/karl-ove-knausgaard-my-struggle-review, last 
viewed January 17, 2018. Consider, by way of illustration, the following excerpt from Swann’s Way: 
“So it was that this name, Gilberte, passed by close to me, given like a talisman that might one day 
enable me to find this girl again whom it had just turned into a person and who, a moment before, 
had been merely an uncertain image. Thus it passed, spoken over the famines and the stocks, as sour 
and as cool as the drops from the green watering hose; impregnating, colouring the portion of pure 
air that it had crossed—and that it isolated—with the mystery of the life of the girl it designated for 
the happy creature who lived, who traveled in her company; deploying under the pink thicket, at the 
height of my shoulder, the quintessence of their familiarity, for me so painful, with her and with the 
unknown territory of her life which I would never be able to enter.” (Proust, M., Swann’s Way: In 
Search of Lost Time, Vol.1, trans. L. Davis, New York: Penguin Classics, 2004, p.145) And now this, 
from A Man in Love, the second book of My Struggle: “I paid, he put the book in a litle bag and 
handed it to me with the receipt, which I shoved into my back pocket before opening the door and 
leaving it with the bag dangling from my hand. Outside it was raining. I stopped, took off the 
rucksack, stuffed the bag in it, put the rucksack back on and continued along the brightly 
illuminated shopping street, where the snow which had been falling for several hours had left no 
trace other than a grey slushy layer on all surfaces above ground level: roof projections, windowsills, 
the heads on the statues, floors of verandas, awnings, which sagged making the canvas bulge close 
to the outer frame, tops of walls, dustbin lids, hydrants. But not the street. It lay black and wet, 
glistening in the lights from windows and street lamps. The rain caused some of the gel the 
hairdresser had rubbed into my hair to run down my forehead. I wiped it away with my hand, wiped 
it on the thighs of my trousers, spotted a small gateway on the right-hand side of the street and went 
there to light up. Inside, there was a long garden with at least two different restaurant terraces. With 
a small pool in the middle.” (Knausgaard, A Man in Love, pp.120-121) I selected these two passages 
more or less at random, simply opening the first book and then the second, scanning for a text block 
of roughly similar visual density in each. On close scrutiny, these texts are markedly different. The 
narrative content of the above passage—and there are many such passages—is not only boredom-
inducing in its banality, its details of no relevance to any overarching movement of plot or argument 
nor of any obviously poetic or aesthetic merit. It is rendered in prose that does not seem deliberately 
ugly, nor simply devoid of beauty, but rather strung together as if it were a poor first draft: that final 
fragmentary addition of ‘a small pool in the middle’, for example, seems less a matter of the 
unfolding phenomenology of the scene than the late addition of detail that came to mind as the 
author arrived at the end of his list, and was tacked on: a matter of listing, not of phenomenology or 
verisimilitude. It is, one might hazard to say, the kind of material that would not survive the critical 
scrutiny of many an undergraduate creative writing workshop. 
83 Knausgaard, K.O., ‘Karl Ove Knausgaard Talks About Music, Books and Writing’ (online video), 
WNYC, May 12, 2015, https://youtu.be/Og_yaXGgRQ0, last viewed January 19, 2018. 
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 Lerner, reviewing My Struggle for the London Review of Books, observes that 

“Knausgaard isn’t really quotable”: “There’s too much lengthy digression and 

extremely—at times almost absurdly—detailed description,” he writes; “one would 

have to excerpt pages and pages, not a sentence or paragraph, to give an accurate 

sense of the effect.”84 This, Lerner suggests, blocks the traditionalist critic where he 

would “attempt to demonstrate a novelist’s perceptiveness by providing examples of 

his eye for the significant detail”.85 Knausgaard “seems barely to adjudicate 

significance; he’s like a child who has taken Henry James’s injunction to novelists—‘be 

one of the people on whom nothing is lost’—literally; he appears to just write down 

everything he can recall (and he appears to recall everything).”86  

 Alongside the attention to significant detail that distinguishes ‘good’ authors 

from ‘bad’, we might add those categories of significant expression by means of which 

good works transmit their authors’ perceptions: the mot juste, the well-turned 

phrase—or, in terminology we shall later see Dyer employ, “the good bits”.87 For 

Lerner this lack of differentiation in terms of both attention and expression opens onto 

the question: “Does Karl Ove Knausgaard have a style?”88 

 

His sentences, while often long, are not elaborate; they can read like lists. 
‘Infamously direct’, is how his English publisher puts it. He has a tendency 
towards cliché: news is always spreading like wildfire, and so on. The writing, 
precisely where it aspires to the literary, can be sloppy: ‘The warm, bright 
September days were summer’s last burst of energy before abruptly 
crumbling.’ Days are bursts that crumble? Extreme states of emotion or pain 
are sometimes rendered like this: ‘AAAAAAGGGHHH!! I screamed, 
OOOOOHHH’.89 

 

James Wood, in a public conversation with Knausgaard, notes these same textual 

features. Alongside Knausgaard’s stylistic inelegance, Wood too notes the impropriety 

of his diegetic concerns: 

 

84 Lerner, B., ‘Each Cornflake’, London Review of Books, vol. 36, no. 10, May 22, 2014, 
https://www.lrb.co.uk/v36/n10/ben-lerner/each-cornflake, last viewed January 17, 2018.  
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid. 
87 Dyer, G., ‘A Wrinkle in Time’, The New York Times, February 5, 2010, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/02/07/books/review/Dyer-t.html, last viewed January 17, 2018. 
88 Lerner, op. cit. 
89 Ibid. 
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In Book Three, you’ve got a bit about you and a friend shitting in a forest. Like 
everyone here tonight, I read it thinking, He’s going to describe the shit. Not 
just the act. I think, knowing Knausgaard, he’s actually going to describe what 
the piece of crap looks like. And you did. Then there is small stuff, like your 
willingness to use exclamations like “yuck,” “phew,” “oh oh oh,” “ha ha ha”—
the kind of exclamation that one sees in children’s fiction or genre fiction but 
which is snobbishly disdained in contemporary high fiction, so to speak. Were 
you aware at the time that these were risks, that they were acts of daring?90 

 

Here, in part, is Knausgaard’s response: 

 

The whole time I was writing these six books I felt, This is not good writing. 
What’s good, I think, is the opening five pages of Book One, the reflection on 
death. When we were publishing that first book, my editor asked me to 
remove those pages because they are so different from the rest, and he was 
right—he is right—it would have been better, but I needed one place in the 
book where the writing was good. I spent weeks and weeks on that passage, 
and I think it’s modernist, high-quality prose. The rest of the book is not to my 
standard. [Laughter from audience] I’m not saying this as a joke.91 

 

Lerner, too, picks up on Knausgaard’s literary ‘immaturity’, noting that, in spite of it 

being “amazing”, one does indeed read My Struggle 

 

without being certain that it’s good literature. ‘It seems like a child has written 
it,’ Knausgaard told an interviewer. ‘There are childishness, stupidity, lack of 
wisdom, fantasies. At the same time, that’s where my creativity can be found. 
If I tried to control it and make it more mature, it wouldn’t be good at all. It’d 
be uninteresting, without any vivacity.’ I can almost hear Knausgaard going on 
to say: ‘It would merely be literature.’92 

 

“Maybe it’s significant,” suggests Lerner, “that My Struggle has six volumes 

while À la recherche du temps perdu has seven. Knausgaard doesn’t offer a strategy for 

‘regaining’ time through the power of art; instead he attempts to achieve closure by 

sacrificing art itself.”93 This is a brilliant speculation, but I would differ slightly on its 

significance. As Lerner’s ‘merely’ suggests, in offering something less than ‘pure 

literature’, Knausgaard gestures toward the possibility of something more; in 

90 Knausgaard & Wood, ‘Writing My Struggle: An Exchange’. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Lerner, ‘Each Cornflake’. 
93 Ibid. 
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attempting to move past literature, he evokes something before it, figured here as 

immaturity, as childishness. The end of literature would not, or not only, be its 

reduction to nothing, but also its becoming-everything: if the literary as a special kind 

of language and as a privileged Gestalt are brought to nothing in My Struggle, so too is 

‘nothing’ imported into the frame of literary significance. 

So it is that his “fictional farewell to literature”94 is also a renewal of it: a 

performance of its persistence, even in the mode of “literary suicide”.95 In his essay 

‘Out to where storytelling does not reach’, we find Knausgaard, like D’Agata, drawing 

on the advent of the New Journalism to account for the ambiguity of his work’s status. 

As he reflects on the process by which he composed My Struggle, he recalls the famous 

instance of  

 

the editor of a literary magazine who, when faced with Hunter S. Thompson 
insisting that he couldn’t write a word about a journey he was meant to report 
on, he was totally blocked, later phones him to ask for a few notes to give the 
editor some kind of idea of what it was all about and Thompson obliges, only 
to get another call after a few weeks to let him know that his notes are now in 
print. The notes had turned into the real thing. It is, I think, often the way to 
achieve the real thing, that is, striving for it might lock your mind, and what 
with all the expectations, demands and fantasies, to force it open is almost 
impossible. But if you do not try and think you are busy with something quite 
different while waiting for the real thing, then the real thing, depending as it 
does on a certain freedom from obstacles, can come into being.96 

 

 

  To “combat fiction with fiction”97 

 

‘The real thing’: that these recent literary works tend to move away from, or place in 

inverted commas, the conventions of the realist novel, is not to say that they 

surrender certain of the deep goals of realism. Indeed, as we have already seen, it is 

just because the traditional novel blocks access to reality that it must be done away 

94 Ibid. 
95 Ibid. 
96 Knausgaard, K.O., ‘Out to where storytelling does not reach’, Eurozine, April 3, 2014, 
http://www.eurozine.com/out-to-where-storytelling-does-not-reach, last viewed January 20, 2018. 
The incident to which Knausgaard seems to be referring is in fact true of Tom Wolfe rather than 
Hunter S. Thompson. See Ragen, B.A., Tom Wolfe: A Critical Companion, Michigan: Greenwood 
Press, 2002, p.72. 
97 Knausgaard, A Death in the Family, p.198.  
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with. In this, too, these works are a continuation of what Tabbi, writing at the turn of 

the millennium, identified as an “essayistic aesthetic”98 developing in contemporary 

fiction: a kind of writing “like realism, but not; like postmodern metafiction, but 

not”.99 In fact, it is perhaps their aspiration to a reconceived realism that separates 

such works from the earlier postmodernist modes of metafiction—John Barth’s work, 

say—that in certain respects they resemble.100 If the fictionality of literature has, for 

these writers, become unstable, untenable, it is in significant measure because they 

inherit from postmodernism a strong sense of the fictionalisation of the real—a 

condition that they, unlike their forerunners, find intolerable. 

 On the one hand, this is to do with the pervasiveness of fictional representations 

in contemporary culture. Here is Knausgaard on his experience of the current crisis: 

 

Over recent years I had increasingly lost faith in literature. I read and thought 
this is something someone has made up. Perhaps it was because we were 
totally inundated with fiction and stories. It had got out of hand. Wherever 
you turned you saw fiction. All these millions of paperbacks, hardbacks, DVDs 
and TV series, they were all about made-up people in a made-up, though 
realistic, world. And news in the press, TV news and radio news had exactly 
the same format, they were also stories, and it made no difference whether 
what they told had actually happened or not.101 

 

In a deeper sense, however, it is the post-truth environment that the global 

latticework of such representations have created that is the problem—the fact that we 

now live, as Knausgaard (quoting Nietszche) puts it, in “a purely fabricated world”: 

 

Yes, the world as superstructure, the world as a spirit, weightless and abstract, 
of the same material with which thoughts are woven, and through which 
therefore they can move unhindered. A world that after 300 years of natural 
science is left without mysteries. Everything is explained, everything is 
understood, everything lies within humanity’s horizons of comprehension, 

98 Tabbi, op. cit., p.76. 
99 Ibid. For two important accounts of the postmodern novel, see Hutcheon, L., A Poetics of 
Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction, New York: Routledge, 1998 and McHale, B., Postmodernist 
Fiction, New York: Routledge, 1987. 
100 Here we might recall that Barth’s collection Lost in the Funhouse, New York: Anchor Books, 1988 
begins with ‘Frame Tale’: vertically up the page and down its verso runs the text “ONCE UPON A 
TIME THERE WAS A STORY THAT BEGAN” (pp.1-2). Instructions are given to the reader to excise 
this text, and twist and fasten the resulting snippet into a Möbius strip. In a foreword to the edition 
cited, Barth remarks that ‘Frame Tale’ is “the shortest story in the English language (ten words); on 
the other hand, it’s endless.” (p.vii) 
101 Knausgaard, A Man in Love, p.496. 
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from the biggest, the universe, whose oldest observable light, the furthest 
boundary of the cosmos, dates from its birth fifteen billion years ago, to the 
smallest, the protons and neutrons and mesons of the atom. Even the 
phenomena that kill us we know about and understand, such as the bacteria 
and viruses that invade our bodies, attack our cells and cause them to grow or 
die. For a long time it was only nature and its laws that were made abstract 
and transparent in this way, but now, in our iconoclastic times, this not only 
applies to nature’s laws but also to its places and people. The whole physical 
world has been elevated to this sphere, everything has been incorporated into 
the immense imaginary realm from South American rain forests and the 
islands of the Pacific Ocean to the North African deserts and Eastern Europe’s 
tired, grey towns. Our minds are flooded with images of places we have never 
been, yet still know, people we have never met, yet still know and in 
accordance with which we, to a considerable extent, live our lives. The feeling 
this gives, that the world is small, tightly enclosed around itself, without 
openings to anywhere else, is almost incestuous, and although I knew this to 
be deeply untrue, since actually we know nothing about anything, still I could 
not escape it.102 

 

What is lost in our enclosure in this fabrication is any sense of alterity, of 

difference: first, we moderns absorbed the outside, then we homogenised the inside. 

Our epistemic condition has thus become tautological;103 we now inhabit a “hall of 

mirrors”.104 This condition, in which everything has become anticipated in and 

subordinate to our knowledge, is no paradise. Instead, our “fully enlightened earth”, 

to borrow a phrase from Adorno and Max Horkheimer, “radiates disaster 

102 Cf. the following passage from Jameson: “We have indeed secreted a human age out of ourselves 
as spiders secrete their webs: an immense, all-encompassing ceiling…which shuts down visibility on 
all sides even as it absorbs all the formerly natural elements in its habitat, transmuting them into its 
own man-made substance. Yet within this horizon of immanence we wander as alien as tribal 
people, or as visitors from outer space, admiring its unimaginably complex and fragile filigree and 
recoiling from its bottomless potholes, lounging against a rainwall of exotic and artificial plants or 
else agonizing among poisonous colors and lethal stems we were not taught to avoid. The world of 
the human age is an aesthetic pretext for grinding terror or pathological ecstasy, and in its cosmos, 
all of it drawn from the very fibres of our own being and at one with every post-natural cell more 
alien to us than nature itself, we continue murmuring Kant’s old questions—What can I know? What 
should I do? What may I hope?—under a starry heaven no more responsive than a mirror or a 
spaceship, not understanding that they require the adjunct of an ugly and bureaucratic 
representational qualification: what can I know in this system? What should I do in this 
world completely invented by me? What can I hope for alone in an altogether human age?” (Jameson, 
F., Valences of the Dialectic, New York: Verso, 2010, p.608)  
103 The tautological character of knowledge is addressed in Adorno’s work, as we shall see in the 
following section of this dissertation. See Hulatt, O., Adorno’s Theory of Philosophical and Aesthetic 
Truth, New York: Columbia University Press, pp.11-19. 
104 Tabbi, op. cit., p.xxii.  
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triumphant”105: 

 

It was a crisis, I felt it in every fibre of my body, something saturating was 
spreading through my consciousness like lard, not least because the nucleus of 
all this fiction, whether true or not, was verisimilitude and the distance it held 
to reality was constant. In other words, it was the same. This sameness, which 
was our world, was being mass-produced. The uniqueness, which they all 
talked about, was thereby invalidated, it didn’t exist, it was a lie. Living like 
this, with the certainty that everything could equally well have been different, 
drove you to despair. I couldn’t write like this, it wouldn’t work, every single 
sentence was met with the thought: but you’re just making this up. It has no 
value. Fictional writing has no value, documentary narrative has no value.106 

 

Knausgaard is not alone in inscribing the crisis of literature within this broader crisis 

of meaning. Compare the desperation in his tone with the melancholy romanticism of 

Diary of a Bad Year’s JC: withdrawal from the sensuous experience he associates with 

the novel and with bygone youth notwithstanding, we find him insisting that “we 

cannot do without the real thing, the real real thing; because without the real we die 

as if from thirst”.107 

 We might take this adult-onset allergy to artificiality—artificiality figured 

variously as the total eclipse of the other by the same, of nature by culture, of the 

nonhuman by the human, and so on—as related to the question of a contemporary 

response to the impasses of postmodernism. Writing in the 1990s, David Foster 

Wallace had already offered the following analogy: 

 

For me, the last few years of the postmodern era have seemed a bit like the 
way you feel when you're in high school and your parents go on a trip, and 
you throw a party. You get all your friends over and throw this wild disgusting 
fabulous party. For a while it's great, free and freeing, parental authority gone 
and overthrown, a cat's-away-let's-play Dionysian revel. But then time passes 
and the party gets louder and louder, and you run out of drugs, and nobody's 
got any money for more drugs, and things get broken and spilled, and there's 
cigarette burn on the couch, and you're the host and it's your house too, and 

105 Adorno, T.W. & Horkheimer, M., Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. John Cumming, London: 
Verso, 1997, p3. 
106 Knausgaard, A Man in Love, p.497. 
107 Coetzee, Diary of a Bad Year, p.146. Cf. Coetzee’s psychoanalytically-inflected engagement with 
this issue in the quasi-epistolary book he co-authored with psychoanalyst Arabella Kurtz: Coetzee, 
J.M. & Kurtz, A. The Good Story: Exchanges of Truth, Fiction and Psychotherapy, New York: Viking, 
2015. 
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you gradually start wishing your parents would come back and restore some 
fucking order in your house. It's not a perfect analogy, but the sense I get of 
my generation of writers and intellectuals or whatever is that it's 3:00 A.M. 
and the couch has several burn-holes and somebody's thrown up in the 
umbrella stand and we're wishing the revel would end. The postmodern 
founders’ patricidal work was great, but patricide produces orphans, and no 
amount of revelry can make up for the fact that writers my age have been 
literary orphans throughout our formative years. We're kind of wishing some 
parents would come back. And of course we're uneasy about the fact that we 
wish they'd come back—I mean, what's wrong with us? Are we total pussies? 
Is there something about authority and limits we actually need? And then the 
uneasiest feeling of all, as we start gradually to realise that parents in fact 
aren't ever coming back—which means we're going to have to be the 
parents.108 

 

Elsewhere, Wallace would offer the related speculation, which has sometimes been 

used, not only to account for his own project in Infinite Jest and the works that came 

after it, but also to describe—under the category of the ‘new sincerity’109—the recent 

trajectory of much literary writing: 

 

The next real literary ‘rebels’ in this country might well emerge as some weird 
bunch of anti-rebels, born oglers who dare somehow to back away from ironic 
watching, who have the childish gall actually to endorse and instantiate 
single-entendre principles. Who treat of plain old untrendy human troubles 
and emotions in U.S. life with reverence and conviction. Who eschew self-
consciousness and hip fatigue. These anti-rebels would be outdated, of course, 
before they even started. Dead on the page. Too sincere. Clearly repressed. 
Backward, quaint, naïve, anachronistic. Maybe that’ll be the point. Maybe 
that’s why they’ll be the next real rebels. Real rebels, as far as I can see, risk 
disapproval. The old postmodern insurgents risked the gasp and squeal: 
shock, disgust, outrage, censorship, accusations of socialism, anarchism, 
nihilism. Today’s risks are different. The new rebels might be artists willing to 
risk the yawn, the rolled eyes, the cool smile, the nudged ribs, the parody of 
gifted ironists, the ‘Oh how banal’. To risk accusations of sentimentality, 
melodrama. Of overcredulity. Of softness. Of willingness to be suckered by a 

108 McCaffery, L. & Wallace, D.F., ‘A Conversation with David Foster Wallace’, The Review of 
Contemporary Fiction, vol. 13.2, summer 1993, reproduced at https://www.dalkeyarchive.com/a-
conversation-with-david-foster-wallace-by-larry-mccaffery, last viewed January 19, 2018. 
109 See Kelly, A., ‘David Foster Wallace and the New Sincerity in American Fiction’, Consider David 
Foster Wallace: Critical Essays, ed. D. Hering, Austin: Sideshow Media Group Press, 2010, pp.131-
146. 
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world of lurkers and starers who fear gaze and ridicule above imprisonment 
without law.110 

 

To assess the relation of these comments to Wallace’s work in any detail is outside my 

scope here. Clearly, though, much in that assessment would hinge on how we 

interpreted terms like self-consciousness and irony. Where these are taken to describe 

conditions affecting language, form and cognition at a deep level, rather than a mere 

set of stylistic tics or affectations, or even a type of affect, they are by no means 

deemphasised, let alone discarded, in Infinite Jest. Much less are they absent from 

Brief Interviews with Hideous Men, Oblivion, or the posthumously published The Pale 

King. 

But does Wallace predict the literary moment I am concerned with here? 

Certainly, these writers’ reactions to a feeling of ‘imprisonment without law’ is deeply 

relevant: recall, for example, Knausgaard’s characterisation of the present crisis as 

inescapable. As we have seen, the idea of childishness—or, in Wallace’s wonderful 

phrase, ‘childish gall’—is complexly involved, and also at stake, in the present 

moment. But ‘single-entendre principles’? Unqualified sincerity? In an interview in The 

Believer, Lerner tells us he has “no patience for artists whose primary function is to 

articulate their art’s impossibility, who in a sense commodify melancholy”, but adds 

immediately that he likewise has “no interest in artists who are purely affirmative, 

who’ve made a commercialised fetish of the culture’s stupidity”.111 Both impulses, we 

might say, risk stultification. “Why produce more examples of exhaustion?” asks 

Lerner. “I don’t want to write poems that are just really clear about how I’m aware of 

all the traps involved in writing poetry; I don’t want to write fiction that’s about the 

irresponsibility of writing fiction and I’ve thrown out a lot of writing that I think was 

ultimately tainted by that kind of self-awareness.”112 Rather than simply reject irony, 

we might say, Lerner attends to what it produces. 

If the restoration of authority that Wallace proposes113 is a concern shared by 

many of the writers with whom I am concerned here, then, so too is a sense of 

110 Wallace, D.F., ‘E Unibus Plurum: Television and U.S. Fiction’, The Review of Contemporary Fiction, 
vol. 13.2, summer 1993, p.192-193.  
111 Lerner, B. & Lin, T., ‘Interview with Ben Lerner’, The Believer, undated, 
https://www.believermag.com/exclusives/?read=interview_lerner_2, last viewed January 19, 2018. 
112 Ibid. 
113 Wallace engages directly with the issue of the death of the author in a review, titled ‘Greatly 
Exaggerated’, of Hix, H.L., Morte d’Author: An Autopsy, Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1987. 
The piece is collected in Wallace, D.F., A Supposedly Fun Thing I’ll Never Do Again, New York: Little 
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ambivalence regarding the possibility of our capacity to restore it with any 

authenticity. This question is central to the ‘reality hunger’ articulated by Shields in his 

work of that title: a cultural condition for which solipsism and nihilism emerge as 

philosophical problems of renewed urgency. What motivates the return to authority in 

these works is, in large part, the realisation that apparently epistemological problems 

associated with representation carry with them ethical ones: or, put it the other way 

around, any question of justice is revealed to be implicitly a question of whether we 

are in touch with the world.114 It seems that the playfully irresponsible question ‘must 

we mean what we say?’ has given way to a decidedly joyless, even a horrified one: can 

we? 

For the writers I am concerned with here, the answer to this question appears 

to be ‘yes’ and ‘no’. The predominant sense is of the fugitive character of authentic 

experience. If it is nowhere found, it is everywhere present. “Every lost moment is the 

Brown, 1997, pp.138-145. The loci classici for the death of the author thesis are Roland Barthes’s 
‘The Death of the Author’—see Barthes, R., Image-Music-Text, trans. S. Heath, New York: Hill and 
Wang, 1977, pp.142-148—and Michel Foucault’s ‘What is an author?’—see Foucault, M., Aesthetics, 
Method, and Epistemology, Volume 2, ed. J.D. Faubion, trans. R. Hurley, New York: The New Press, 
1997. 
114 The idea of being ‘in touch’ with reality is of more than metaphorical significance for recent 
literature. “There is, in the fiction of the new century,” writes Boxall, “a striking new attention to the 
nature of our reality—its materiality, its relation to touch, to narrative and to visuality.” (Boxall, P., 
Twenty-first-century Fiction: A Critical Introduction, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013, 
p.10) The “preoccupation in the contemporary novel with embodiment” (p.11), Boxall contends, is 
one element of its engagement with the aftermath of postmodernism. Such an engagement is visible, 
too, in other disciplines: “[Judith] Butler’s work in the 1980s, such as Gender Trouble, was associated 
with a postmodern tendency to disavow the body, to see the body as an immaterial effect of 
narrative, but subsequent work, from Bodies That Matter to Precarious Life and Giving an Account of 
Oneself, develops a new theoretical language with which to rethink the relationship between 
language, global politics and the stubborn materiality of the body. […] The recent and influential 
work of philosophers such as Giorgio Agamben likewise turns around an attempt to rethink the place 
of the body in our accounts of sovereignty, to resee our relationships to bare life, to biological 
materialism.” (p.16) “It is emphatically not,” Boxall insists, “that the passing of postmodernism has 
allowed us to return to an earlier, pre-theoretical set of certainties about the nature of reality, and of 
the proper balance between language and world. This is not what Jameson has called the denial of 
the ‘great achievements of postmodernity’, not the ‘return to and the re-establishment of all kinds of 
old things, rather than their wholesale liquidations’. As postmodern fashions begin to date, like flairs 
and floral curtains, there is no going back, and no world of reassuring horizons to return to. […] 
What the passing of postmodernism has revealed to us is an extraordinary failure of the paradigm 
with which we have articulated cultural life, and the emergence, as a result of a new kind of 
inarticulacy, a strange sense of disconnection, in response to a world that is more closely connected, 
more wired up, than anything our immediate forebears could possibly have dreamt of.” (p.17) I 
think Boxall’s account is extremely valuable for its emphasis on this contradiction, on the strange 
and disorienting presence, alongside each other, of a new materiality and an unprecedented sense of 
evanescence: a reality “unfamiliar both in its brute thereness and in its abstraction” (p.11). It is 
certainly a contradiction in the work of the writers I am considering here, a fact often overlooked in 
their public reception as coldly cerebral.  



 31 

life,” insists one recent DeLillo character, speaking in a kind of reverie.115 Reviewing 

Leaving the Atocha Station for The New Yorker, James Wood writes that it is “one of the 

paradoxes of this cunning book that what might seem a sceptically postmodern 

comedy is also an earnestly old-fashioned seeker of the real—that other thing”.116 He 

is citing a passage in which the book’s protagonist, Adam, declares Tolstoy’s writing 

“too dramatic, too tidy, too momentous”.117 Adam suggests that it thus fails to capture 

“that other thing, the sound-absorbent screen, life’s white machine, shadows massing 

in the middle distance…the texture of et cetera itself.”118 

How, then, can we access it? We have already seen Knausgaard describe the 

impossibility of arriving at ‘the real thing’ via calculated means. Instead, it must be 

happened upon—happily—in a movement toward something less grandiose.119 This in 

115 DeLillo, D., Point Omega, London: Picador, 2010, p.63. The passage goes on: “It’s unknowable 
except to each of us, each of us inexpressively, this man, that woman. Childhood is lost life 
reclaimed every second, he said.” (p.63) Comparable expressions of inexpressibility abound in this 
work: “The true life is not reducible to words spoken or written, not by anyone, ever. The true life 
takes place when we're alone, thinking, feeling, lost in memory, dreamingly self-aware, the 
submicroscopic moments.” (p.17) 
116 Wood, J., ‘Reality Testing’, The New Yorker, October 11, 2011, 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2011/10/31/reality-testing, last viewed January 20, 2018.  
117 Ibid. 
118 Adam tells us: “I came to realise that far more important to me than any plot or conventional 
sense was the sheer directionality of prose, the sense of time as it passed, life’s white machine. Even 
in the most dramatic scenes, when Natasha is suddenly beside him or whatever, what moved me 
most was less the pathos of the reunion and his passing than the action of prepositions, 
conjunctions, etc.; the sweep of predication was more compelling that the predicated.” (Lerner, 
Leaving the Atocha Station, p.20) 
119 The spontaneous, almost automatic, process by which My Struggle was composed has been widely 
reported: “It was like I actually wrote the book in eight weeks, the last one. Which is an incredible 
pace because it is over 500 pages. I remember that it was all about—what would the word be in 
English—staying power. That was the only thing I was thinking about. I think I wrote up to 15, 20 
pages a day some days. It was all about staying there and doing it. Like an almost physical activity, 
you know. I sent my family away for a week, and that week I could almost write around the clock.” 
(Knausgaard, K.O. & Freeman, J., ‘Karl Ove Knausgaard on failure, memory and writing 20 pages a 
day’, Literary Hub, April 14, 2016, http://lithub.com/karl-ove-knausgaard-on-failure-memory-and-
writing-20-pages-a-day, last viewed January 20, 2018) We might furthermore note Knausgaard’s 
emphasis elsewhere upon the essential lack of knowledge that characterises genuine literary 
composition: “Another notion about writing, almost as widespread as the one about the solitary 
writer, is that writing has something to do with practising a craft. I do not recognise myself here 
and, once more, feel it is the other way round. To write means that you must break down what you 
know and have learnt, an unthinkable approach for a craftsman such as a joiner, who cannot start 
afresh again and again. This is not to say that a joiner is not creative or cannot find new solutions to 
old problems. I assume that a joiner works at his (or her) best when not deep in thought but just 
preoccupied with working, just as a professional driver drives well when his long-acquired 
knowledge, his driver’s craft, is not constantly on his mind but just reflected in what he is doing. The 
same is true of musicians: their technical skill or craft is something they must know so well they are 
unaware of knowing it because only when they have reached that level will the music flow, become 
art. A footballer is a poor player if he has to think about how to ground a ball or ask himself whether 
it’s best to pass to the left or the right of the opposition, or maybe try to shoot. What musicians, 
joiners, drivers and football players have in common is that they have practised until the techniques 
are part of their bodies, something they are unaware of, reflexes that function on their own. One can 
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part accounts for the insistence, common among this group of writers, on the 

centrality of composition and its improvisational energies, to literary thinking. Clearly, 

we are not speaking here of anything like the so-called ‘novel of ideas’. The 

indeterminacies of composition point once again to the processuality, the evental 

character, of the literary work. Once more, this challenges its reduction to the 

demonstration, dramatisation or embodiment of a thought that pre-exists it. In place 

of such teleological models, we might again consider the notion of essayism. Later in 

this dissertation, I will explore in some detail the relations between writing and 

thought that have been insisted upon by theorists of essay writing since Michel de 

Montaigne. For now, let us simply suggest that an essayistic striving for truth might 

consist in a dereifying mode of self-address, of self-examination, rather than the 

pursuit of accuracy in the representation of something ‘out there’. In Diary of a Bad 

Year, Coetzee’s narrator JC offers the following interrogation of the act of writing: 

 

Are these words, printed out on paper, truly what I wanted to say? Is it ever 
good enough, as a phenomenological account, to say that deep inside I knew 
what I wanted to say, after which I searched out the appropriate verbal tokens 
and moved them around until I had succeeded in saying what I wanted to 
say? Would it not be more accurate to say that I fiddle with a sentence until 
the words on the page ‘sound’ or ‘are’ right, and then stop fiddling and say to 
myself, ‘That must have been what you wanted to say’? If so, who is it who 
judges what sounds or is right? Is it necessarily I (‘I’)?120 

write in a state that is devoid of all self-awareness and is desirable: I once watched an interview with 
the British writer Ian McEwan and heard him say that writing could make him forget about himself 
and that absent mood, which came to him only rarely, felt like the high point of writing. But, as 
distinct from these other activities, there is really nothing about writing that can be practised, no 
techniques to repeat endlessly until they stick—for what should they be? Try again and again to 
write a dramatic twist? Practise certain ways of describing a face or a personality? No, you don’t get 
better by training, it cannot be just a matter of repetition but only of reaching the real thing, the 
thing in itself, because to write is to enter into real things in themselves, something you do only 
once, in just that way, and cannot run through again, because then you are no longer close to things 
as they are but just to the repetition. Instead, what defines writing more than anything else is not 
practice, but failure. Failing, not making it, failing, not getting it right, failing, failing, failing—a but 
not in order to get to the real thing through some future attempt, which would be half-hearted and 
being half-hearted is the opposite of writing well, no, failure must be the outcome of you risking 
everything, in utter seriousness, trying your best. Fumbling as you receive the ball at football 
practice is annoying but does not hurt. A literary failure is hurtful and if you do not feel the pain, it 
is not failure but only a practice run-though that will get you nowhere. In other words, to write, you 
must deceive yourself, you must make yourself believe that this time I am on to something regardless 
of how miserable and useless it might be. The process is uncertain, fluid throughout and, even if the 
heightened state, selfless and glowing, should take over, it need not mean that what you have 
written has any value, any sort of quality—after all, most of those who are unaware of the self are 
children.” (Knausgaard, ‘Out to where storytelling does not reach’) 
120 Coetzee, Diary of a Bad Year, pp.156-157. 
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It is a set of questions that Coetzee has also addressed elsewhere: 

 

As you write—I am speaking about any kind of writing—you have a feel of 
whether you are getting closer to ‘it’ or not. You have a sensing mechanism, a 
feedback loop of some kind; without that mechanism you could not write. It is 
naïve to think that writing is a simple two-stage process: first you decide what 
you wanted say, then you say it.121 

 

In place of the dismissed two-stage process, however, he submits another: 

 

As I reflect on the process of writing and ask myself how themes enter that 
process, it seems to me that a certain back-and-forth motion takes place. First 
you give yourself to (or throw yourself into) the writing, and go where it takes 
you. Then you step back and ask yourself where you are, whether you really 
want to be there. This interrogation entails conceptualising, and specifically 
thematising, what you have written (or what has been written out of you).122 

 

This description of the process of composition seems at once, or by turns, to involve 

both a reflective or interrogative moment and a moment of something like inspiration; 

an ongoing play of ekstasis and return. DeLillo, echoing a number of Coetzee’s claims, 

describes it thus:  

 

There’s a zone I aspire to. Finding it is another question. It’s a state of 
automatic writing, and it represents the paradox that’s at the centre of a 
writer’s consciousness—this writer’s anyway. First you look for discipline and 
control. You want to exercise your will, bend the language your way, bend the 
world your way. You want to control the flow of impulses, images, words, 
faces, ideas. But there’s a higher place, a secret aspiration. You want to let go. 
You want to lose yourself in language, become a carrier or messenger. The 
best moments involve a loss of control. It’s a kind of rapture, and it can 
happen with words and phrases fairly often—completely surprising 
combinations that make a higher kind of sense, that come to you out of 
nowhere.123 

 

Here, echoing DeLillo’s intimation of transcendence, is JC: 

121 Coetzee, J.M., Doubling the Point: Essays and Interviews, Boston: Harvard University Press, p.18. 
122 Coetzee, ‘Thematising’, p.289. 
123 DeLillo & Begley, ‘Don DeLillo, The Art of Fiction No. 135’. 
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What the great authors are masters of is authority. What is the source of 
authority, or of what the formalists called the authority-effect? If authority 
could be achieved simply by tricks of rhetoric, then Plato was surely justified 
in expelling poets from his ideal republic. But what if authority can be 
attained only by opening the poet-self to some higher force, by ceasing to be 
oneself and beginning to speak vatically?124 

 

In these descriptions of literary composition as essentially dialogical, creation and 

reception appear very nearly to collapse into one another. Far from being the 

masterful and self-possessing authors of their works, such writers tend to describe the 

task of writing as imbricated with that of reading.125 The literary writer thus “step[s] 

down from the position of what Lacan calls ‘the subject supposed to know’”.126 

By the same token, they challenge traditional notions of the relationship 

between writer and reader. Coetzee is “hesitant to accept that [his] books are 

addressed to readers”.127 “Or at least,” he goes on, “I would argue that the concept of 

the reader in literature is a vastly more problematic one than one might at first think. 

Anyhow, it is important to me to assert that Michael K is not ‘addressed’ to anyone.”128 

This by no means absolves the writer of responsibility: “[w]riting is not free 

expression”, Coetzee insists; the author is responsible, rather, “to something that has 

not yet emerged, that lies somewhere at the end of the road”.129 It is contact with such 

alterity, radically unknowable in advance, yet somehow latent and legible in the 

rearranged materials of the present, that guarantees the originality of literary 

thinking. It is likewise what makes literary thinking experimental—to borrow DeLillo’s 

phrase, “a free veer from time and place and fate”130—for no more than its 

constitution can its consequences be completely anticipated. Following Derek Attridge, 

124 Coetzee, Diary of a Bad Year, pp.123-124. 
125 Coetzee appears to suggest that critical reading becomes most fully itself when it becomes 
writing: “I work on a writer like Kafka because he opens for me, or opens to me, moments of 
analytic intensity. And such moments are, in their lesser way, also a matter of grace, inspiration. Is 
this a comment about reading, about the intensities of the reading process? Not really. Rather, it is a 
comment about writing, the kind of writing-in-the-tracks one does in criticism. For my experience is 
that it is not reading that takes me into the last twist of the burrow, but writing.” (Coetzee, Doubling 
the Point, p.199) 
126 Ibid., p.65. 
127 Coetzee, J.M. & Morphet, T., ‘Two Interviews with J.M. Coetzee, 1983 and 1987’, Tri-Quarterly, 
special issue: ‘From South Africa’, 69, spring/summer 1987, pp.456. 
128 Ibid. 
129 Coetzee, Doubling the Point, p.246. 
130 DeLillo, ‘The Power of History’. 
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however, we should emphasise the evental character of any such experience of 

alterity, a perspective that insists upon the other as no thing at all.131 The call of 

Heideggerian language is strong here: one finds oneself reaching for gerundive 

formulations—the thinging of things—as for concepts of expression that combine the 

active and the passive.132 

 Are we dealing here with something like post-postmodern literary 

metaphysicians?133 What is clear, I submit, is that, in responding to the current crisis, 

such writers no more accept a return to some kind of naïve correspondence theory of 

truth or to sincerity and immediacy than they do the merry continuation of literature 

in a self-enclosed space all its own. The real with which they are concerned is 

repeatedly characterised as inaccessible to us in the historical present. It can only be 

glimpsed sidelong in those “sudden states of clear-sightedness that everyone must 

know, where for a few seconds you catch sight of another world from the one you 

were in only a moment earlier, where the world seems to step forward and show itself 

or a brief glimpse before reverting and leaving everything as before”.134 Such 

“seemingly durationless periods”,135 as Lerner’s Adam puts it, such glimpses of a time 

outside whatever time currently is, arrive through an optic borrowed from the future 

131 See Attridge, The Singularity of Literature, pp.17-34. I will discuss Attridge’s views about the 
evental character of the encounter with alterity in ‘Truth and Fiction’, below. 
132 Clarkson’s central concept of “classical middle voice”, in her development of Bakhtinian dialogism 
via Coetzee’s claims, in part derived from a study of Barthes, about ‘countervoices’, is a good 
example—see Clarkson, Countervoices, p.21, p.88. 
133 Or perhaps the sense that modernism has returned? The admission that it never really ended? 
This question is addressed from a variety of perspectives in D’Arcy, M. & Nilges, M. (eds.), The 
Contemporaneity of Modernism: Literature, Media, Culture, New York: Routledge, 2016. In their 
introduction, D’Arcy and Nilges acknowledge the ambiguity at the heart of the question: “a 
contemporary gravitation to modernist style may just as well be taken as evidence of the persistence 
of the dynamics of cultural recycling, nostalgia, and pastiche that have become intimately associated 
with postmodernism” (p.1). Rejecting this possibility, however, they claim that “we are at a juncture 
in which there is a critical reconsideration of the (postmodern) collapsing of modernist 
distinctions—the distinction between the commodity and aesthetic production, between the critical 
function of the artwork and the realm of culture more generally, between aesthetic autonomy and 
heteronymy, between aesthetic innovation and kitsch. […] More generally, contemporary culture is 
returning to modernism—not only to celebrate it as a canon of aesthetic value or an exemplary 
tradition of innovation…but to consider the contemporary status of problems that have been seen as 
constitutive of modernism: art’s movement to self-referentiality and criticsal estrangement, and the 
material conditions of this movement; the role of the aesthetic in preserving the thought of an 
interval of difference from the colonisation of culture by the universality of the market; modernism’s 
challenge to historicism and inherited models of temporal development. It increasingly appears that 
modernism, in Peter Osborne’s terms, ‘is far from over’.” (p.2) In the course of this dissertation, I will 
engage with many of the themes listed here. 
134 Knausgaard, A Death in the Family, p.198. 
135 Lerner, op. cit., p.64. 
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or from childhood.136 Which is to say, they are available only as fiction: available—as I 

take Lerner’s repeated nods, throughout 10:04, to his beloved childhood film Back to 

the Future to suggest—as a kind of science fiction, an evocation of time travel. What 

such contemporary writing can do, then, is not oppose the fiction of the world with 

recourse to reality per se, but instead, to borrow a phrase from Knausgaard, “combat 

fiction with fiction”.137 

 This is very little, almost nothing: little enough, such writers seem to suggest, 

to recommend that we do not get carried away. The notion that art promises reliable 

access to such experience—or does so at all—is to be treated with perennial suspicion. 

Indeed, art is often seen as complicit with the unjust actuality it claims to abhor. In 

Diary of a Bad Year, JC’s neighbour Alan, a financier, lays down the following 

accusation: 

 

You are a bit of a dreamer, Juan. A dreamer but a schemer too. We are both 

136 Lerner lays this point out in an interview: “Many of the left thinkers that really matter to me—
that formed a big part of my thinking about politics and art—emphasize how capitalism is a totality, 
how there’s no escape from it, no outside. We all know what they mean: every relationship can feel 
saturated by market logic or at best purchased at the price of the immiseration of others. But I’m 
increasingly on the side of thinkers like David Graeber who are talking back to this notion of totality 
and emphasizing how there are all kinds of moments in our daily lives that break—or at least could 
break—from the logic of profit and the modes of domination it entails. Zones of freedom, even if it’s 
never pure. And I like to think—knowing that it’s an enabling fiction—of those moments as 
fragments from a world to come, a world where price isn’t the only measure of value.” (Lerner, B. & 
Lin, T., ‘Interview with Ben Lerner’) Of course, there have been major left thinkers of art and politics 
who have shared this view. Indeed, Lerner is close here to Adorno. As Bernstein reminds us, “Adorno 
hints at the idea that the promise of otherness he attributes to works of art can be found in social 
experience, and hence that it is only art’s systematic working at the promise of otherness that gives it 
its special status” (Bernstein, J.M., Adorno: Disenchantment and Ethics, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2001, p.437). Bernstein goes on: “The world [for Adorno] is disenchanted, but it is 
not utterly closed in on itself: there are moments of happiness (and not just pleasure or illusory 
happiness), and there are the fragmented and heterogeneous that do not fit with the course of the 
world. In not fitting, these negative others promise otherness—the world enchanted. Hence in the 
preparation for the idea of semblance promising non-semblance, the model is not art but fragmented 
reality; art’s promise is the world’s promise, the one evinced in fragments of happiness and the 
shards of heterogeneity scattered in the world, become thematic. If fragmentary reality did not 
promise otherness, there would be no otherness for art to thematise.” (p.438) 
137 Knausgaard, op. cit., p198. Here, on a similar note, is Lerner in an interview: “I usually see the 
word ‘metafiction’ applied to works that draw attention to their own devices, their own artificiality, 
in order to mock novelistic convention and show the impossibility of capturing a reality external to 
the text or whatever. But I don’t care about that. Most of us start from that position of irony now 
and what I wanted to do—really felt like I had to do if I was going to write another novel—was 
move towards something like sincerity. I mean that the self-referentiality of my novel [10:04] is a 
way of exploring how fiction functions in our real lives—for good and for ill—not a way of mocking 
fiction’s inability to make contact with anything outside of itself. My concern is how we live fictions, 
how fictions have real effects, become facts in that sense, and how our experience of the world 
changes depending on its arrangement into one narrative or another.” (Lerner, B. & Lin, T., 
‘Interview with Ben Lerner’) 
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schemers…but at least I don’t pretend. I am a schemer because I would be 
devoured alive if I wasn’t, by the other beasts of the jungle. And you are a 
schemer because you pretend to be what you are not. You put yourself 
forward as a lone voice of conscience speaking up for human rights and so 
forth, but I ask myself, If he really believes in these human rights, why isn’t he 
out in the real world fighting for them? What is his track record? And the 
answer, according to my researches, is: his track record is not so hot. In fact 
his track record is virtually blank. So I ask myself, What is he really up to in 
this book of his? Read these pages, you tell my lady-friend (my lady-friend, not 
yours), looking soulfully into her eyes, and tell me what you think of them: 
what does that add up to? Shall I tell you what I have decided? I have decided 
it adds up to you wanting to get your hands on my beauteous lady-friend, but 
being afraid to make a move in case you get a well-deserved slap across the 
face. It adds up to a courtship of a particularly devious kind.138 

 

JC, it must be said, puts up little defence against this—and we know why. He remains 

conspicuously silent when Alan goes on, a little later, to imply even grander 

mendacity: 

 

You have decided to try your hand at being a guru, Juan. […] You took a look 
around the job market…and saw that it was tight, particularly for the over-
seventies. Placards in every window: Oldies need not apply. But then, hello, 
what’s this? ‘Wanted: Senior Guru. Must have lifetime of experience, wise 
words for all occasions. Long white beard a plus.’ Why don’t I give that a shot? 
you said to yourself.139 

 

The potentially corrupting force of the market, of the commodity character of 

the literary artwork, is acknowledged frequently by this group of writers. We should 

recall, in this connection, that 10:04 and My Struggle are not simply stories of the 

noble pursuit of the muse, but of the production of fantastically successful 

commodities. Lerner makes much of the “‘strong six-figure’ advance”140 that propels 

the former book. Knausgaard, meanwhile, suggests that My Struggle’s formal risks 

would have carried too great a financial risk for his publisher had he not already 

established himself as a fledgling brand: “If this had been the manuscript for my first 

book I am pretty sure it would never have been published,” he writes in an essay. 

“The bottom line of the quality guarantee confirming that this is ‘literature’ does 

138 Coetzee, Diary of a Bad Year, pp.155-159. 
139 Ibid., pp.165-166. 
140 Lerner, 10:04, p.4. 
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not just consist of the publisher’s brand on the hardback book but also the name of 

the author. If this manuscript had been written by someone who did not have a 

recognised author’s name but only his own…the uncertainty around this project, 

for instance whether it was in any sense literature, would as likely as not have been 

too great. That I already had two novels to my name was reassuring and put pay at 

least to any automatic doubtfulness.”141 

So deeply at one with the very totality it aspires to escape, how can we take 

seriously the literary work’s aspirations to transcendence? Indeed, might we not 

fairly suspect it a tool of that totality’s own imperialist machinations? Leaving the 

Atocha Station, meanwhile, opens with a reflection on art’s spurious claims to 

transcendence: 

 

I had long worried that I was incapable of having a profound experience of art 
and I had trouble believing that anyone had, at least anyone I knew. I was 
intensely suspicious of people who claimed a poem or painting or piece of 
music ‘changed their life’, especially since I had often known these people 
before and after their experience and could register no change. […] Insofar as 
I was interested in the arts, I was interested in the disconnect between my 
experience of actual artworks and the claims made on their behalf; the closest 
I’d come to having a profound experience of art was probably the experience 
of this distance, a profound experience of the absence of profundity.142 

 

Why then, we might be forgiven for asking, the book we are reading? Perhaps because 

almost nothing is not nothing at all. Here is Adam, some pages later, reflecting on his 

work following a public reading (one he deems a success!) shortly after he arrives in 

Spain on a fellowship: 

 

I tried hard to imagine my poem’s relation to Franco’s mass graves, how my 
poems could be said meaningfully to bear on the deliberate and systematic 
destruction of a people or a planet, the abolition of classes, or in any sense 
constitute a significant political intervention. I tried hard to imagine my 
poems or any poems as machines that could make things happen, changing 

141 Knausgaard, ‘Out to where storytelling does not reach’. 
142 Lerner, Leaving the Atocha Station, pp.8-9. See Lerner, B., The Hatred of Poetry, Melbourne: Text 
Publishing, 2016: in this book-length essay, Lerner comments on the “bitter logic” of poetic 
composition: “Poetry isn’t hard, it’s impossible.” (p.9) Poems, on Lerner’s view, inevitably betray the 
transcendence to which they aspire; yet he appears to consider the contempt they arouse, which is a 
social phenomenon, to figure forth the possibility of a world in which poetry might be realised. 
Writing poetry is thus “a vocation no less essential for being impossible” (p.85). I discuss this text at 
length in my ‘Afterword’. 



 39 

the government or the economy or even their language, the body or its 
sensorium, but I could not imagine this, could not even imagine imagining it. 
And yet when I imagined the total victory of those things over poetry, when I 
imagined, with a sinking feeling, a world without even the terrible excuses for 
poems that kept faith with the virtual possibilities of the medium, without the 
sort of absurd ritual I’d participated in that evening, then I intuited an 
inestimable loss, a loss not of artworks but of art, and therefore infinite, the 
total triumph of the actual, and I realised that, in such a world, I would 
swallow a bottle of white pills.143 

 

If the author, rumours of his death having been exaggerated, returns in these works, 

he is not undiminished. Indeed, it sometimes seems that the final vestige of a 

possibility of authority inheres in its gestures of self-repudiation. JC, in Diary of a Bad 

Year, in an essay titled ‘Authority in fiction’: 

 

Learn to speak without authority, says Kierkegaard. By copying Kierkegaard’s 
words here, I make Kierkegaard into an authority. Authority cannot be taught, 
cannot be learned. The paradox is a true one.144 

 

 We may well arrive here at a kind of Beckettian impasse. In Don DeLillo and 

the Possibility of Fiction, Boxall argues that the closing phrase of Beckett’s The 

Unnameable—“I can’t go on, I’ll go on”145—registers the arrival of Western culture at 

“a blank and unnavigable aporia”, that it paradoxically “brings us to a kind of closure, 

or impasse, a historical ending in which one has nevertheless to continue”.146 In “the 

narrow space of the contradiction cleared by the final line”, Boxall argues, stands 

DeLillo, his work “organised around the possibility of a historical counterfunction, of a 

counternarrative that might preserve a radical revolutionary spirit, that might keep 

possibility alive”.147 The authors I am examining here appear similarly to position self-

criticism, performed in a state approaching solipsism, as continuing to produce the 

143 Lerner, Leaving the Atocha Station, p.45. 
144 Coetzee, op. cit., pp.122-124. It seems significant here that Knaugaard, as Lerner reports, “has 
described the writing of My Struggle as an act of ‘literary suicide’: ‘There is nothing left; I can never 
again write something from the heart without repeating myself, but I wanted it that way. In Volume 
6 I even wrote a couple of lines about future novels, stories I’d thought of, just to kill them off. The 
last sentence in that book is: ‘And I’m so happy that I’m no longer an author.’” (Lerner, ‘Every 
conflake’) Lerner observes in The Hatred of Poetry that “the fiction that a poem might be a poet’s 
last” is “a technique at least as old as Virgil” (Lerner, The Hatred of Poetry, p.24) 
145 Beckett, S., The Unnamable, London: Faber and Faber, 2010, p.176. 
146 Boxall, P., Don DeLillo: The Possibility of Fiction, New York: Routledge, 2006, p.4. 
147 Ibid. 
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possibility of possibility; to intimate, to intimate the intimation of, the other.  

 “I’ll work my way from irony to sincerity in the sinking city, a would-be 

Whitman of the vulnerable grid.”148 This is what ‘Lerner’ later imagines having told his 

agent, at the beginning of 10:04, on being asked how he will novelise his short story. 

The book ends with a moving impersonation of Whitman: “I am with you,” writes 

Lerner, his addressee unclear, “and I know how it is.”149 Credulous readers may take 

Lerner, in the intervening pages, to have met the challenge set out by Wallace. But if 

he has, it is only to the extent that that he sees in “bad forms of collectivity figures of 

its possibility”.150 A ‘would-be Whitman’ he may be, but it is Wallace Stevens that he 

most resembles: 10:04 could be subtitled ‘Notes toward a Supreme Fiction’.151 For 

now, though, the notes are not the thing itself; he is and is not with us, and we cannot 

finally say what he knows. 

 

 

  The post-fictional essay? 

 

I have sometimes thought of this group of loosely related texts as belonging to the 

category of ‘the post-fictional essay’. In the early stages of writing, I had hoped for this 

dissertation to posit this as a generic category and to engage in the close reading of a 

148 Lerner, 10:04, p.4. 
149 Ibid., p.240. 
150 Ibid., p.239. 
151 In The Faith of the Faithless: Experiments in Political Theology, Simon Critchley finds in Stevens 
“the dim possibility of a fructuous collision between poetry and politics. For Stevens, poetry permits 
us to see fiction as fiction, that is, to see the fictiveness or contingency of the world. It reveals, in his 
terms, ‘the idea of order’ which we imaginatively impose on reality. Such is what we might think of 
as the critical task of poetry, where I understand critique in the Kantian sense, as demystifying any 
empiricist myth of the given and showing the radical dependency of that which is upon the creative, 
ultimately imaginative, activity of the subject. More plainly stated, the critical task of poetry is to 
show that the world is what you make of it. But that does not exhaust the category of fiction. 
Paradoxically, a supreme fiction is a fiction that we know to be a fiction—there being nothing else—
but in which we nevertheless believe. A supreme fiction is one self-conscious of its radical 
contingency. For Stevens, it is a question here of final belief. ‘The final belief,’ he asserts, ‘is to 
believe in a fiction, which you know to be a fiction, there being nothing else. The exquisite truth is 
to know that it is a fiction and that you believe it willingly.’ As he writes elsewhere, ‘final belief / 
Must be in a fiction’ and the hope of a supreme fiction is to furnish such final belief. In the most 
important and difficult poem, ‘Notes toward a Supreme Fiction’, Stevens attempts to articulate the 
conditions for such a fiction, but only offers notes towards it, something indeed like musical notes. 
He writes of the supreme fiction that it is not given to us whole and ready made, but that ‘It is 
possible, possible, possible. It must / Be possible.’ My hope here is that we might begin to transpose 
this possibility from the poetical to the political real, or indeed to show that both poetry and politics 
are realms of fiction, and that what we can begin to envision in their collision is the possibility of a 
supreme fiction.” (Critchley, S., The Faith of the Faithless: Experiments in Political Theology, New 
York: Verso, 2012, p.91-92)  
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number of such texts by way of illustration. The notes on works and their authors 

given so far amount to a thumbnail sketch of what that dissertation might have 

attempted. For a variety of reasons, during the process of its research and 

composition, the term came to seem too problematic to pursue in the way I had 

imagined. For one thing, it risks suggesting a standpoint outside or beyond the 

moment of ambiguity or blockage that it posits, one from which it might be safely 

described, thus undoing the sense that these texts register a deep set of problems in 

the relations between writing practices, modes of cognition, registers of discourse, and 

the institutions and forms of life that ground them. Another difficulty—though 

perhaps this is simply saying the same thing another way—is that it risks reducing to 

a kind of philosophical example, and so recuperating for philosophy, a thinking 

already expressed in a superior, or at least sufficient, and in any case non-fungible 

way in the texts themselves. 

Such works, I have come to think, are most compelling for the pressure they 

place on our existing critical vocabularies and experiential categories, as on our ready 

assumptions about how works of writing enter our lives and change our minds. If they 

call on criticism, it is to account for, indeed to transform, itself. My interest in such 

works is not to domesticate them for the established modes of normative criticism. If I 

risk proposing the idea of post-fictional essay here, then, it is as a question produced 

by this dissertation, rather than the solution it offers. Or perhaps, to borrow a term of 

art from Robert Musil, I want my reader to bear it in mind only as a Partiallösung, a 

partial solution152—as a way of living among these works for a while without 

forgetting how they unsettle; a heuristic for opening a discussion that always ends up 

leaving it behind or never quite fulfilling it. 

So much for what I have not done or done only by halves. What I do offer here 

is an historically-informed analysis of some of the central concepts and categories in 

which post-fictional essays—as if such existed—might be said to intervene, and an 

attempt to limn in theoretical terms some, not all, of the epistemic ambiguities that 

might be said to occasion them. This dissertation contains three main sections, each of 

which explores an important and entrenched opposition that these works appear to 

problematise: ‘Philosophy and Literature, ‘Truth and Fiction’, ‘Novel and Essay’. The 

title of this dissertation—The Thought of Literature—describes a tripartite concern that 

152 See Freed, M.M., Robert Musil and the NonModern, New York: Continuum, 2011, p.9. 
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informs my discussion throughout: I am concerned with questions, first, about the 

cognitive content of literature; second, about literature as a distinctive modality of 

cognition; third, about literature as an institutional, epistemic and generic category. 

Insofar as this dissertation is concerned with the conditions of possibility of 

contemporary literature—which are apparently likewise, to invoke a Derridean 

inversion, its conditions of impossibility—it is primarily a theoretical rather than 

literary critical exercise. Its central research question: What is the thought of 

literature? 

In ‘Philosophy and Literature’ I describe the traditional philosophical expulsion 

of literature from cognitive significance, outlining some of the important differences 

between the ancient version of this gesture and its recapitulation in the ascent of the 

modern scientific worldview. I also, however, note the persistence of literary 

objections to this expulsion. In particular, I focus on the response of Early German 

Romanticism to Kant’s relegation of art to the autonomous but cognitively null space 

of the aesthetic. The Frühromantiker propose a view of the literary as a modality of 

thought that aspires to encompass the philosophical at the same time as it transforms 

both literature and philosophy into projects that inform a practice of fragmentary 

writing.  

Romanticism may fail, I argue, but insofar as something of its essentially 

unfinished project is inherited by artistic and philosophical modernism, its possibility 

has continued to haunt us, never simply passing into history.153 In exploring this 

inheritance, I turn to Adorno’s critical account of the process of rationalisation at work 

in modernity. Adorno, in his writing with Horkheimer, describes a dialectical process 

by which Enlightenment reason, in ascending to dominance, betrays its transgressive 

roots.154 It is within the context of this shift, avers Adorno, that the cognition proper 

to the modernist work of art takes on a critical cast. Transposing this account into a 

discussion of literary modernism, I consider Roland Barthes’ account, in Writing 

Degree Zero, of the shift from the classical mode of writing (exemplified by Balzac) 

into the modern (exemplified by Flaubert). Barthes describes modern writing as 

153 See Lacoue-Labarthe, P. & Nancy, J.-L., The Literary Absolute, trans. P. Barnard, New York: State 
of New York Press, 1988: “[W]hat interests us in romanticism is that we still belong to the era it 
opened up,” claim the authors (p.15). 
154 Largely untouched in this dissertation, for reasons of length and scope, are important questions 
about the politics implicit in this shift. This is by no means to suggest that commentaries we might 
wish to make on Adorno in the light of feminist and postcolonial theories that have come after him 
are not an important part of what lies ahead for scholars interested in his work. 
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constituted by its awareness that “the universal escapes it”.155 I note how this 

awareness manifests in a new kind of medial self-consciousness, a new 

particularisation of prose, that emerges in Madame Bovary. Conversely, though, and 

over against the dominant emphasis on Flaubert as a founding father of the realist 

novel, I note the emergence in his unfinished work, Bouvard and Pecuchét, of an 

alternative solution to the same problem: a kind of amateur metaphilosophy. Finally, I 

comment on the way Adorno’s philosophical writing itself operates within this set of 

tensions. 

In ‘Truth and Fiction’ I bring together questions of epistemology and the 

phenomenology of literary experience. One major rationale for the modern exclusion 

of literature from cognition has been that literature is fictional, where fictionality is 

understood—and this understanding is formalised in the work of analytic 

philosophers like Bertrand Russell and John Searle—as derivative, parasitic upon 

normal or literal uses of language. Following Thomas Pavel, I contrast segregationist 

approaches to fiction—those that simply oppose it to reality—with integrationist 

approaches that, since the nineteenth century, have argued for the important role of 

fictionality in cognition and language. From here, I turn to the reader response theory 

devised by Wolfgang Iser, attempting to trace his combination of an integrationist 

approach to fiction with attention to the phenomenology of reading. The result, I 

suggest, is a compelling, if ambiguous, conception of literary thought. I conclude this 

section with a consideration of the kind of knowledge such thought makes available to 

us and by noting the inversion that Iser’s work effects in the traditional philosophical 

opposition of thought and play. 

In ‘Novel and Essay’ I examine the way in which the issues broached in the 

first two sections—the relationship between literature and philosophy, between fiction 

and reality—carry over into questions about genre. In particular, I raise questions 

about the centrality of verisimilitude to the novel, and about the boundaries of the 

novel, addressed in recent revisionist histories of the form. Over against both the 

classical realist consideration of the novel in terms of its content, and objections 

founded on the claim of aesthetic pleasure taken in the linguistic virtuosity of literary 

performance, I pose the claim of the novel qua mode of cognition. To this end, I 

closely follow Milan Kundera’s account of the novel’s convergence with the essay. 

155 Barthes, R., Writing Degree Zero, trans. A. Lavers & C. Smith, New York: Hill and Wang, 2012, 
p.60. 
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Turning to the form of essay, however, I notice how a number of its major theorists 

tend to characterise it in the very terms that Kundera uses to describe the novel. This 

is curious, for it means when novel and essay are taken to converge—in the work, say, 

of writers like Musil, Thomas Mann, and Hermann Broch—it is not clear which form 

is contributing what to the other. I end this section with a discussion of the confusion 

we currently face in relation to the notions of primary and secondary texts. 

In my ‘Afterword’, I close this dissertation by bringing together a number of 

threads from the previous chapters in a consideration of two fairly recent critical 

accounts—namely, those offered by Tabbi and by Shields—of this convergence of the 

novel and the essay forms. This closing discussion returns us to questions of the 

contemporary coherence and the epistemic status of literature via a discussion of 

Lerner’s The Hatred of Poetry. 

 

 

  The “poetics of reason”156 

 

As indicated, this dissertation is deliberately—and, I hope, productively—heterodox in 

its selection of theoretical resources, drawing together Frankfurt School critical 

theory, reader response theory, and genre studies. At the most general level, however, 

it aims to make a contribution to what, following J.M. Bernstein, we might call the 

post-aesthetic theory of literature. In The Fate of Art, Bernstein describes post-

aesthetic theories of art—his primary examples of which are the work of Martin 

Heidegger, Jacques Derrida and Adorno—as offering a critique, and as testifying to 

how artworks themselves offer a critique, of what he calls “truth-only cognition”.157 

 Truth-only cognition characterises the conception of truth dominant in 

modern societies—a conception that, to borrow a phrase from Derek Attridge, “relies 

on the exclusion of normative and aesthetic values”158 from questions concerning 

truth: just as we distinguish between fact and value, so too do we distinguish between 

subjective domains of feeling and taste, on the one hand, and objective domains of 

156 I have borrowed this phrase from Steiner, op. cit., p.11. 
157 Bernstein, op. cit, p.2. For a selection of critical responses to, and critical readings based on, The 
Fate of Art, see Joughlin, J.J. & Malpas, S. (eds.), The New Aestheticism, Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 2003. 
158 Attridge, The Singularity of Literature, p.11. Attridge notes his broad sympathy for Bernstein’s 
position in The Fate of Art—see p.142. 
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rational inquiry, on the other. As we shall see in the first section of this dissertation, 

the history of truth-only cognition might be said to begin with Socrates’s expulsion of 

the poets from his imaginary rational utopia. In modernity, though, it is premised on 

the preeminence of “empirical truth (knowledge understood as the subsumption of 

particulars under concepts or kinds under laws, and truth as correspondence between 

statements—laws, theories, etc.—and facts)”.159 

 Against this backdrop, our experience of art becomes aporetic. On the one 

hand, art is experienced as merely aesthetic, cognitively null. On the other hand, 

however, art is experienced, as Owen Hulatt puts it, as seeming “to speak to us”: 

“Anyone familiar with art will be familiar with the sensation that the artwork conveys 

something,” he writes, “and the feeling that what is conveyed is of significance. It 

gives us a desire to know—to ‘put our finger on’—just what it is that the artwork has 

to say.”160 Such a possibility may, of course, be dismissed with “the verdict that art 

merely seems to speak to us; [that] it generates only a pretence of epistemic or 

cognitive value”.161 Without necessarily dismissing the semblance character of art 

declaimed in such a verdict, however, Bernstein argues that, on the contrary, the 

experience of truth made available in the work of art is significant precisely insofar as 

it seems, mysteriously, to be more truthful than empirical truth. 

 Post-aesthetic approaches to art are theories that emerge from, and attend to, 

this aporia. On the one hand, they take seriously the above-described experience of 

the artwork’s significance, “locating the meaning and being of art in its cognitive 

dimension, thus connecting or reconnecting art and truth”.162 On the other hand, they 

take equally seriously the fact that the very experience of truth artworks afford us 

depends upon their exile: 

 

Art’s exclusion from first-order cognition and moral judgment is…a condition 
of its ability to register (in a speaking silence) a second-order truth about first-
order truth. Art is the critical self-reflection of truth-only cognition and its 
conscience. To consider art as alienated from truth, and not just separated 
from it in a happy language game of its own, is necessarily to conceive of it as 
acting in excess of its excluded status.163 

159 Bernstein, op. cit., p.2. 
160 Hulatt, op. cit., p.ix. 
161 Ibid. 
162 Bernstein, op. cit., p.4. 
163 Ibid., p.5. 
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Such an approach acknowledges, meanwhile, that this problem cannot be 

surmounted by a simple inversion of the terms involved. Bernstein is certainly not 

claiming that “art and aesthetics are truth while truth-only cognition, say in its 

realisation in the natural sciences, is false”.164 The central challenge for post-aesthetic 

theories of art is to articulate “the entwinement of art and truth, the experience of art 

as somehow cognition and of truth as sensuous and particular” rather than “the 

substitution of one for the other within a stable metaphysical hierarchy”.165 What they 

demand is that we “think through what truth, morality and beauty (or its primary 

instance: art) are when what is denied is their categorial separation from one 

another—a separation…that is constitutive of modernity”.166 At the same time, such 

theories remain acutely aware of the methodological problems that vex any attempt at 

such a denial: “If art is taken as lying outside truth and reason then if art speaks in its 

own voice it does not speak truthfully or rationally; while if one defends art from 

within the confines of the language of truth-only cognition one belies the claim that 

art is more truthful than truth-only cognition.”167 

It is a problem that, in the work of the theorists with whom Bernstein is 

concerned, is solved imperfectly by “the assimilation of the discourse of the 

philosophical enterprise to the discourse of aesthetics”.168 This is done, he suggests, in 

the hope that “through this assimilation philosophy will come to possess the critical 

characteristics of the (aesthetic) objects it is talking about”.169 “Aesthetic modernism in 

philosophy,” writes Bernstein “is [thus] not only about art’s alienation from and 

critique of modernity, but equally is that alienation and critique”. It is clearly a 

problematic strategy: on the one hand, it “allows these philosophies to appropriate for 

themselves some of the power and force of art works”, but on the other, “it equally 

entails their silencing and diremption from the sort of truth that remains dominant for 

us”.170 

164 Ibid., p.2. 
165 Ibid. 
166 Ibid. Clearly any such a project entails an engagement with either mythic or utopian modes of 
thought: the imagining of a period before or after the deformation of reason that constitutes 
modernity. In The Fate of Art, Bernstein argues that “[h]ibernating within aesthetic discourse is 
another discourse, another metaphysics, the very one we apparently need in order to cognise and 
transform the one we routinely inhabit” (Ibid., p.9). 
167 Ibid., p.2. 
168 Ibid., p.9. 
169 Ibid. 
170 Ibid. 
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In pursuing a set of questions about art’s relation to truth, this dissertation 

itself enacts—both unavoidably and as far as it can—such an imperfect solution. 

While it certainly endeavours to enter into rigorous and richly-evidenced scholarly 

discussion of its theoretical concerns, this study has necessarily, in light of the 

diagnosis of the present epistemic condition that underlies it, been composed in an 

essayistic mode. As mentioned, I will later examine the nature of the essay and 

essayism—that is, a genre and a mode of writing-and-thinking—in some detail. 

Hopefully that discussion will help to retrospectively enlighten the reader as to my 

methodological approach. A few comments, however, are warranted in advance. 

Following Adorno, I consider an essayistic approach to be one that is not only 

unsystematic, but anti-systematic. The system is absent from the essay not because, in 

the process of composition, the latter lapses into one or another kind of exhaustion 

(although this is, to be sure, a possibility that accompanies all writing projects, and 

perhaps none more than a doctoral dissertation). On the contrary, it is because of an 

inexhaustibility in the object to which it attends. As Adorno puts it: “The customary 

objection that the essay is fragmentary and contingent itself postulates that totality is 

given, and with it the identity of subject and object, and acts as though one were in 

possession of the whole.”171 It is not the case that I have neglected the whole here in 

favour of a few parts chosen by whim (although I would affirm rather than deny the 

many accidents that have played into my selection of materials), nor still that I am 

simply in possession of no such whole (though that much is certainly so). Rather, I 

have written this work in a movement toward the essayistic as a modality in which 

“thought divests itself of the traditional idea of truth”172—though never completely. 

Following Musil, in his essay ‘On the Essay’, I think of the form, as opposed to being 

“something left over in an area where one can work precisely”, as “the strictest form 

attainable in an area where one cannot work precisely”.173 

For Adorno, it is the essay’s repudiation of philosophical conceits of 

comprehensiveness and exhaustiveness that distinguishes it from the treatise and 

makes of it “the critical form par excellence”.174 In this spirit, I take as no fault that the 

171 Ibid., p.11 
172 Obaldia, C. de, The Essayistic Spirit: Literature, Modern Criticism and the Essay, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1996, p.11. 
173 Musil, R., Precision and Soul: Essays and Addresses, trans. B. Pike & D.S. Luft, Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1995, p.48. 
174 Adorno, T.W., ‘The Essay as Form’ New German Critique, trans. B. Hullot-Kentor, no. 32, 1984, 
p.166. 
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present work is missing a number of references that strike me as important. Indeed, I 

warmly encourage readers to consider the ways in which this dissertation might be 

complicated or enriched by figures who are missing. Perhaps more importantly, I 

would also defend the somewhat discontinuous manner of its presentation. The 

impression of a continuous narrative inevitably develops across the dissertation’s 

sections, if only because I often refer back to earlier points as I go. However, by 

insisting on calling them sections instead of chapters, I aim to emphasise the gaps 

between them and the absence of any overarching synthesis.175 In The Man Without 

Qualities, Musil writes approvingly of “the way an essay, in the sequence of its 

paragraphs, explores a thing from many sides without wholly encompassing it”.176 

Obaldia offers a similar sense of the form’s exploratory character when describing the 

essay as an “essentially ambulatory” mode of writing.177 The dissertation as a 

thoughtful traversal, then—and of what is hopefully an interesting landscape. 

What this dissertation perhaps lacks in a conventional argumentative through-

line, it hopefully makes up for in the richness of its paratactic ensemble. Claire de 

Obaldia writes of the essay form as a modern descendent of the Platonic dialogues, its 

author “present, if at all, only to perform the duties of a director”.178 Its procedure, 

then, is not the presentation of a position set in advance; instead, it “[chooses] 

arguments for and against in the manner of the heuristic and dialectical method of 

question and answer, [so] that the topic under investigation becomes the object of a 

dialogue.”179 Here is Adorno, in a related comment that helpfully points up the 

question of the Platonic dialogue qua writing: 

 

In the essay discrete elements set off against one another come together to 
form a readable context; the essay erects no scaffolding and no structure. But 
the elements crystallise as a configuration through their motion. The 
constellation is a force field, just as every intellectual structure is necessarily 
transformed into a force field under the essayist’s gaze. 

175 To give just one example, it is clear that a dissertation in its own right might be written on the 
differences between Adorno’s and Iser’s work—to say nothing of work that might fruitfully be done 
on those that exist more broadly between phenomenology and critical theory. While I have pointed 
out a number of similarities between these two bodies of work, I have not attempted in any 
thoroughgoing way to make the points of conflict explicit. Such is a task for future developments 
upon the work done here. 
176 Musil, R., The Man Without Qualities, ed. B. Pike, trans. S. Wilkins, London: Picador, 2011, p.270. 
177 Obaldia, op. cit., p.3. 
178 Ibid. 
179 Ibid.  
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Once again, we find the process of writing collapsing into that of reading. Perhaps 

above all, what this dissertation offers is an incitement to further reading. As stated, 

my aim here is in part a defence of the cognitive vocation of literature. In this, my 

dissertation can be taken to stand apart from the works that instigated and inspired 

my research. Yet it remains, to my mind, a critical project for which time is out of 

joint: it comes at once after the set of texts and authors described above and before 

them. It is the record of an attempt to argue through some of the deep questions they 

raise and a propaedutic for encountering them. It develops a set of concerns on loan 

from challenging contemporary works, from the present, and puts money down on 

just readings of them yet to come. 

A post-aesthetic theory of art, Bernstein writes, understands its objects “as 

historical constructions”: it attends to the question of what art is by asking “what it 

has been and become”.180 “To understand art, to answer the question of the meaning 

and being of art,” writes Bernstein, “is [thus] to understand, grasp and gather a 

certain history.181 It is in this spirit that this dissertation attempts to offer materials for 

making sense of a particular kind of contemporary literary writing. In gathering 

episodes from a certain history of the relationship between literature and thought, 

however, it runs a certain risk of being misunderstood. By subtitling the present work 

‘Notes to contemporary fictions’, I intend not only an homage to Adorno’s Notes to 

Literature, but to encourage the reader to consider its three main sections as a 

provisional thinking alongside—and, to point up the musical connotation of that word 

‘notes’, a kind of theoretical playing along with—the ‘post-fictional essay’, or at any 

rate the question of its existence. I do this not only to plead for a reading in what 

Lerner, in a memorable phrase, calls “the flattering light of the subjunctive”,182 but to 

mitigate the chance of this dissertation being taken as a straightforward contribution 

to the history of ideas. The latter reading would almost certainly find the present 

work rather incomplete; the former may modalise its historical focus, generously and 

generatively, making of this text a lively attempt—and an invitation—to consider the 

state and vocation of contemporary letters. 

 

180 Bernstein, op. cit., p.4. 
181 Ibid. 
182 Lerner, Leaving the Atocha Station, p.103. 
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Philosophy and Literature 
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Philosophy and/or/as literature 
 

  The same old quarrel 

 

In the Western tradition of thought, philosophy and literature are typically seen as 

fundamentally opposed to one another, but also at risk of mutual contamination, from 

very early on. Indeed, Socrates’s ejection of the tragic poets from his ideal republic—a 

fantasised resolution to what is already, by the time he addresses it, considered an 

“old quarrel”1—has been described one of the founding gestures of philosophy as 

such.2 To a significant degree, Socrates appears to define philosophy in 

contradistinction to poetry.  

 In Plato’s Republic, Socrates presents a number of arguments for why his 

rational city would be impossible in the presence of poets. For my purposes here, two 

of the most important threads of his thinking may be found in ‘Book X’. Firstly, 

Socrates suggests that poets trade in a mimesis of mimesis, a representation of 

representation. Poetic works thus stand twice removed from the sphere of ideal forms 

(simply put, the metaphysical reality behind worldly appearance). Each such step of 

mimetic removal is understood as a degradation, each imitation a form of counterfeit. 

Perhaps most dangerously of all, the tragic poets’ counterfeiting operations include 

the representation of virtues and vices: the substance of ethics. Moreover, poets 

generally dissemble the nature of their own undertaking, such that their imitations 

can be taken, by a haplessly gullible audience, as true to reality. This is an early 

version of the still-persistent philosophical denouncement of the literary as akin to 

lying, or at least as opposed to truth.3 Secondly—and this is why it is, per Socrates, so 

able to convince audiences that its false representations are in fact truthful—poetry 

arouses the passions, which are understood as standing separate from, and in 

opposition to, the faculty of reason. An engagement with poetry is taken to disfigure 

the soul by awakening and nourishing that which is childish within it, rendering it 

1 Plato, The Republic, trans. D. Lee, Penguin Books, 2007, pp.351; 607b. 
2 See Danto, A., The Philosophical Disenfranchisement of Art, New York: Columbia University Press, 
2004, pp.1-23. 
3 This is a charge that I will explore again in the following section of this dissertation, ‘Truth and 
Fiction’. 
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unable to exercise rational self-mastery.4 In contrast to poetry, we are given to believe 

that philosophical understanding brings us into contact with, and provides genuine 

knowledge of, reality. It does so precisely by abstracting from the contingencies of 

subjective experience, by overlooking the particularities of appearance, and by 

suppressing the passions that retard self-possessed adult understanding and moral 

comportment. Philosophy thus partakes of a sphere of legitimate thought to which 

literature is understood to be extraneous—indeed, that is constituted by literature’s 

exclusion.5 

 In modernity, this philosophical disenfranchisement of literature (to adapt 

Arthur Danto’s phrase6) continues, though it differs in crucial respects. As in the 

Republic, the charge is essentially that the literary belongs outside the sphere of 

legitimate knowledge. But where Socrates’ account is based on the above-described 

metaphysics of form and mimesis, the modern case is instead predicated on the 

worldview established by the Enlightenment. According to the division of epistemic 

labour established by early rationalists (e.g. Descartes, Leibniz) and empiricists (e.g. 

Hume, Locke), it is the natural sciences, along with systematic modes of discourse 

modelled on their methods and outcomes, that offer us legitimate knowledge of the 

world. Over against the scientific understanding of the interaction of physical bodies 

4 See Plato, op. cit, p.348; 605d-605c. “Then we can fairly take the poet and set him beside the 
painter. He resembles him both because his works have a low degree of truth and also because he 
deals with a low element of the mind. We are therefore quite right to refuse to admit him to a 
properly run state, because he wakens and encourages and strengthens the lower elements of the 
mind to the detriment of reason, which is like giving power and political control to the worst 
elements in a state and ruining the better elements. The dramatic poet produces a similarly bad state 
of affairs in the mind of the individual, by encouraging the unreasoning part of it, which cannot 
distinguish greater and less but thinks the same things are now large and small, and by creating 
images far removed from truth.” (Plato, op. cit., pp.348-349; 605b-605c) 
5 Ironically, at the same time as this critique aims at a dismissal of poetry, it can also be seen as a 
clear acknowledgement of poetry’s persuasive power, an admission of poetry’s ability to shape our 
understanding of the world and of ourselves. More importantly, we should recall that, to the extent 
that we know him through Plato’s dialogues, Socrates is himself a literary character. George Steiner 
writes: “To the industry of commentaries on Plato, of commentaries, often polemic, on these 
commentaries, there is no end. Bibliographies are tomes in their own right. Yet in this perennial tide 
there seems to be a central void. It is the study of Plato’s literary genius, of his supremacy as a 
dramatist and of the ways in which that genius and supremacy necessarily generate the substance of 
his metaphysical, epistemological, political and aesthetic teachings.” (Steiner, The Poetry of Thought, 
p. 51) His point about the mainstream reading of the dialogues stands; he is, however, not entirely 
correct here regarding the available secondary literature. See, for just one example, Ferrell, R., 
Genres of Philosophy, London: Routledge, 2002, pp.13-28. While her writing here is primarily 
concerned with the role of love in philosophical thought, Ferrell offers a detailed discussion, not 
only of the dialogic form employed by Plato, but also of role of metaphor therein. She also explores 
the “mythic” (see p.13) status of the figure of Socrates and the irony that attends Plato’s 
denunciation of writing in writing (see p.19). 
6 Danto, op. cit., p.1-23. 
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and forces—an understanding constituted by experimental procedure, empirical 

observation and logical conclusion—literature is reduced to a cognitive nullity. It is 

also, as in antiquity, considered epistemologically and morally suspect: akin in its 

fictionality to lying, and thus constructed, as Danto puts it, out of “secondary and 

derivative entities—shadows, illusions, delusions, dreams, mere appearances”,7 

literature is seen as having much in common with the fanciful and discounted 

thinking of religion. In the materialist world of the Enlightenment, the boundaries of 

knowledge are to be rigorously defended against products of the imagination.  

In this context, philosophy itself has increasingly had epistemic work to do 

primarily insofar as it has deputed itself to serve the sciences—for example, by 

vouchsafing their epistemic validity.8 It is not my intention here to question the 

validity of such modes of knowing; indeed, it is clear that the rise to preeminence of 

scientific modes of understanding has been based in significant part on their profound 

success in allowing us to manipulate our physical environment. Nor do I intend, at 

this point, to take issue with the Enlightenment critique of traditional modes of 

authority (e.g. religious and political authority). However, two facts seem clear 

enough: firstly, that the ostensibly secular movement of the Enlightenment instaurated 

its own metaphysics, elevating the materialist understanding instantiated by the 

sciences to a hegemonic position, if not a divine one; and, secondly, that the 

discounting of other modes of epistemic activity has continued to be one of the key 

means by which that worldview has secured and policed its hegemony. 

There have, of course, been numerous attempts from within philosophy itself 

to overcome the prejudice against literature and restore it to a privileged position in 

the constellation of discourses. Such efforts, however, have in many cases been 

frustrated by an underlying allegiance to the Platonic framework I have just described. 

This is true of much of even the strongest recent literature on the subject. In his 

Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, for example, Richard Rorty seeks to install the novel 

as the form par excellence for provisioning the type of knowledge of the contemporary 

world for which we would once have turned to philosophy (or, before that, religion).9 

He goes so far as to say that literature should replace philosophy as our primary means 

of thought and reflective communication. Many features of his account are compelling 

7 Ibid., p.7. 
8 Such is, as we shall see, a central plank of Kant’s vision for critical philosophy. 
9 Once again, see Rorty, ‘Philosophy as a transitional genre’ and Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and 
Solidarity. 
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(as is his proposal elsewhere, for example, that we should consider philosophy 

restrictively as “a kind of writing”10). Rorty accuses philosophers—in particular those 

belonging to the Anglo-American analytic establishment—of possessing an outdated 

attachment to a metaphysical conception of truth. This understanding, like that of 

Enlightenment positivism, holds that truth is something already existing ‘out there’ in 

the world, into accord with which our representations can progressively be moved. 

Such an understanding, he argues, is scuttled by the tradition of philosophical 

Romanticism, as by recent developments in recent philosophy of language (especially 

Wittgenstein’s work and its development by Donald Davidson), on the one hand, and 

of science (especially Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions), on the 

other. The shared discovery of each of these moments of intellectual history is that 

truth is, stated roughly, “made rather than found”.11 In particular, it is undermined by 

the discovery that the literal modes of speech and writing formerly understood to 

form the bedrock over which literary language harmlessly flows is in fact itself 

nothing but a sedimentation of literary language: namely, dead metaphor. For another 

thing, he characterises novelists as the exemplary citizens of this postmetaphysical 

episteme, insofar as novelists are fundamentally ironists, unable to accept the notion 

of a single, final truth.12 The novel, on Rorty’s view, is the written form in which 

modes of power predicated on metaphysical conceptions of truth can be taken to 

task.13 However, other features of Rorty’s account are less appealing.14 The most 

important of these is an arguable root incoherence: at the same moment as his 

10 Rorty approvingly characterises the central question of Derrida’s challenge to the philosophical 
tradition thus: “Given that philosophy is a kind of writing, why does this suggestion meet with such 
resistance?” (Rorty, ‘Philosophy as a Kind of Writing’, p.144) 
11 Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, p.7. 
12 Rorty is especially impressed by Milan Kundera’s ‘ironist’ conception of the novel in The Art of the 
Novel. I discuss Kundera’s account at length later in this dissertation, in the section ‘Novel and Essay’. 
13 One of his major exemplars is Proust, whom he describes as a “paradigm nonmetaphysician” 
(Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, p.98). Rorty reads In Search of Lost Time as the 
autobiographical record of an ambitious project of self-fashioning: Proust, reckons Rorty, “wanted to 
become autonomous by redescribing the sources of heteronomy”, by “redescribing people—real, live 
people whom he had met in the flesh” (ibid., p.100). The results of this approach to Proust—as both 
biographer and ironist—are not uproblematic. For a discussion of the issues involved, see Landy, J., 
Philosophy as Fiction: Self, Deception, and Knowledge in Proust, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2009, pp.14-18. 
14 Philosophy appears here to override literature’s autonomy, dictating precisely what it should take 
as its subject matter. Even if one were to grant Rorty’s contention that novels should be yoked to the 
task of cataloguing human cruelty or “sensitising” us to it, the better to prevent it, this leaves many 
of the most interesting questions about the actual functioning of processes of imaginative 
identification untouched. In Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, Rorty offers no detailed account of 
the process of thinking itself. 
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account seeks to elevate literature, the way it registers the moment of its composition 

as a kind of ‘end of history’ amounts to a philosophical circumscription of precisely 

what literature is permitted to think. Rorty’s ostensibly post-metaphysical position 

turns out itself, perhaps, to aspire to an ahistorical (or, more generously, post-

historical) truth. Besides which, literature promoted per Rorty evidently still requires 

the imprimatur of philosophy: his own. 

 A number of similar criticisms obtain in the case of dialectical conceptions of 

philosophy and literature more directly informed by Marxism. J.M. Bernstein, for 

example, allots enormous philosophical import to works of art—modernist works in 

particular. In modernity, Bernstein avers, art serves as the conscience of a philosophy 

that has become subservient to dominant institutions, power relations, and the modes 

of knowledge that they deploy and upon which they rely. It does so by returning to 

bourgeois society what that society, through its processes of rationalisation, represses 

or discounts: the ugly, for instance. It offers this critical riposte not through the 

creation of abstract, universal or ahistorical judgments, but via the creation of 

particular, local, historically situated artefacts—objects of emphatic experience. 

Following Adorno, Bernstein espouses a similar fundamental concern with the 

revelation of cruelty as does Rorty. However, where for Rorty artworks communicate 

cruelty principally in their content, for Bernstein they do so via form.15 A philosophy 

(or anti-philosophy) aimed at the amelioration of suffering, and at the redemption of 

the society that causes such suffering, will need to attend very closely to—in a sense, 

become subservient to—the insights of art. On Bernstein’s view, this is what makes 

Adorno’s reflections on the vocation of art so vital. Yet once again, on this view, even a 

self-flagellating philosophy, attendant to art’s discoveries, nonetheless appoints itself 

the task of comprehending those discoveries and translating them back into rational 

language; even the most significant art and literature would be dumb were it not for 

philosophy. On this view, as on Rorty’s, art always stands in need of philosophical 

ensurance.16 

15 Primarily this is reflected, for both Adorno and Bernstein, in modernist artworks’ moments of 
dissonance. idea that is discussed in some detail later in this section. 
16 See Bernstein, J.M., Against Voluptuous Bodies: Late Modernism and the Meaning of Painting, 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2006, p.266: “[A]rt needs philosophy, although remaining 
independent of it (in being irreducible to the abstract concept or pure sign), in order to discriminate 
and legitimate its claiming).” Or, as Adorno himself puts it, “art requires philosophy, which 
interprets it in order to say what it is unable to say, whereas art is only able to say it by not saying 
it.” (Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, p.94) 
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 There have always been literary objections to this state of affairs. For 

millennia, literary writers and dramatists have made sport of what they see as 

philosophy’s metaphysical pretensions. In antiquity, one thinks of the notorious 

caricature of Socrates offered in Aristophanes’s The Clouds—a portrait so damning 

that Plato presents it as having helped bring about Socrates’s execution. One finds 

similar satires of Enlightenment optimism emerging, prior to the final diremption of 

modern science and literature, from within the ranks of the Enlightenment philosophes 

themselves: Voltaire’s Candide may be the best-known example. Examples of similar 

objections will follow in the course of this dissertation. 

 Nonetheless, even in dissent, literary authors, like their philosophical 

apologists, have often proceeded within the very conceptual framework that 

precipitates the argument. On the one hand, there are writers who argue that the 

distinction provides for a kind of healthy antagonism: Italo Calvino, for example, 

appears to be arguing from a position roughly comparable to Bernstein’s when he 

writes that: “The clash between literature and philosophy does not need to be 

resolved. On the contrary, only if we think of it as permanent but ever new does it 

guarantee us that the sclerosis of words will not close over us like a sheet of ice.”17 On 

the other hand, the view is widespread that literature attains quasi-philosophical 

status primarily when dramatising (and perhaps thereby making either more 

persuasive or readily accessible) anterior philosophical positions. Paradigmatic of this 

approach is Jean-Paul Sartre’s Nausea, typically understood as a novelistic 

demonstration of sections of Being and Nothingness.18 The thought of literature is here, 

once again, restricted entirely to the parameters of philosophical discourse, insofar as 

literary works are thought of as—at least ideally—transmitting a univocal meaning or 

message. Indeed, it is as if a given literary work might be reduced, by processes of 

interpretive distillation, down to summary propositions, assertions imagined to 

function straightforwardly in the absence of the work itself.  

 Understandably, many authors have found such an approach inimical to the 

17 Calvino, I., The Uses of Literature: Essays, trans. P. Creagh, San Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 
1986, p.40. 
18 Here one might recall David Foster Wallace’s discussion, in his essay ‘The empty plenum: David 
Markson’s Wittgenstein’s Mistress’, The Review of Contemporary Fiction, vol. 10, no. 2, 1990, 217-39, 
of what he calls “INTERPRET-ME fiction” (p.218). Novels of this school, Wallace argues, “not only 
cry out for critical interpretations but actually try to direct them” (ibid.) toward one or another 
philosophical school or body of work. For a view of Nausea that runs contrary to this commonplace 
understanding, see Ercolino, S., The Novel-Essay 1884-1947, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2014, 
pp.96-97. 
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production (and reception) of an authentic literary thought. Albert Camus, for 

example, objects violently to the roman à thèse, through the composition of which 

“[y]ou demonstrate the truth you feel sure of possessing”.19 “[T]hose are ideas one 

launches,” he writes in The Myth of Sisyphus, “and ideas are the contrary of thought. 

Those creators are philosophers, ashamed of themselves.”20 More recently, William 

Gass rails against a conception of novels as “platforms to speak from, middens from 

which may be scratched important messages for mankind”21—a conception he ascribes 

specifically to philosophers. Yet the idea that literary works might be anything other 

than this—that they might, for example, be themselves exercises in original thought, 

requiring no such rational translation—is unintelligible within the Platonic framework 

and the set of oppositions it establishes. 

 

 

  A “special mode of thought”22 

 

There have been attempts to think otherwise. One of the most fascinating and pivotal 

takes place at the beginning of the nineteenth century.23 It involves the group of young 

thinkers, working in close collaboration—and at close quarters—within the German 

city of Jena. They would come to be known as the Jena Romantics.24 Over the span of 

a few short years, these Frühromantiker wrote prolifically on the relationship between 

literature, philosophy and science, developing a revolutionary and greatly enlarged 

19 Camus, A., The Myth of Sisyphus, trans. J. O’Brien, New York: Vintage, 1992, p.116. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Gass, W., Fiction and the Figures of Life, California: University of California Press, 1978, p.25. 
22 Nassar, D., The Romantic Absolute: Being and Knowing in Early German Romantic Philosophy, 1795-
1804, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2013, p.5. 
23 The revolutionary character of the moment ‘between Kant and Hegel’ is described thus by Manfred 
Frank: “[W]hat happened in France in reality happened at the same time in Germany in thought.” 
(Heinrich, D., Between Kant and Hegel: Lectures on German Idealism, Boston: Harvard University 
Press, 2008, p.2) Frank traces this thought back to Heinrich Heine and Karl Marx (ibid., p.2n7). 
24 The principle members of the group included F.W. Schlegel, his brother A.W. Schlegel, Ludwig 
Tieck, Friedrich Hölderlin, and G.P.F.F. Hardenberg, better known by his pen name Novalis. Writers 
less directly associated with the group included Friedrich Schleiermacher, J.G. Fichte, and F.W.J. 
Schelling. For a critical exegesis of many of Jena Romanticism’s core ideas interleaved with a 
narrative account of its members often dramatic personal lives and relationships with one another, 
see Robert J. Richards The Romantic Conception of Life: Science and Philosophy in the Age of Goethe, 
Chicago: University of Chicago, 2002, pp.17-206. I discuss Jena Romanticism as a monolith here—a 
practice not least justified by their own beliefs about the foundations of philosophical thought in 
friendship and conversation—which is, naturally, not to discount the significance of differences 
between its members. Consider, for example, the discussion of “[s]ymphilosophy” as discussed in 
Lacoue-Labarthe, & Nancy, op. cit.: “the active exchange and confrontation of individuals-
philosophers” (p.45). 
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conception of the cognitive purview of literature. They did so in part as an attempt to 

combat what they saw as the dangers of the unchecked progress of scientific modes of 

understanding and their correlates in Enlightenment rationalism.25 In particular, they 

were provoked into action by the critical philosophy of Immanuel Kant.  

In his grand critical project, consisting of the Critique of Pure Reason, the 

Critique of Practical Reason, and the Critique of the Power of Judgment, Kant establishes 

a view of the nature of knowledge, and thereby of the relation between the knowing 

subject and the world it inhabits, that—though it would soon become widely 

accepted—was felt by many of his contemporaries and by thinkers in the early 

nineteenth century to be deeply scandalous. At the heart of the controversy were the 

perceived consequences of Kant’s subjective idealism, his so-called ‘Copernican turn’. 

A proponent of the major principles of the Enlightenment, Kant is convinced of the 

validity of the scientific worldview and of the potential benefits of its uptake. He 

objects, however, to the absence of a secular, non-dogmatic philosophical grounding 

for the results that the natural sciences provide. Indeed, for Kant, it is this absence 

that properly outrages: 

 

it always remains a scandal of philosophy and universal human reason that 
the existence of things outside us (from which we after all get the whole 
matter for our cognitions, even for our inner sense) should have to be 
assumed merely on faith, and that if it occurs to anyone to doubt it, we should 
be unable to answer him with a satisfactory proof.26 

 

Arriving at such a foundation would involve overcoming the epistemological 

problem that had its first major expression in the writings of René Descartes. As is 

well known, Descartes arrives at his argument for the self-conscious subject as the 

central principle of philosophy via the application of radical scepticism: though one 

25 Slavoj Žižek describes these and the surrounding years in Germany, somewhat hyperbolically, as 
demonstrating “a breath-taking intensity in the concentration of thinking: in this short span of time, 
more happened than in centuries or even millennia of the ‘normal’ development of human thought” 
(Žižek, S., Less Than Nothing: Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical Materialism, New York: Verso, 
2012, p.8). It is a period that has attracted a significant amount of attention in recent years. I have 
focussed below on a relatively small number of critical exegeses, for simplicity’s sake and since their 
overall approach was congenial to the points I wished to make, but the available studies of this 
moment are numerous. See especially Berlin, I., The Roots of Romanticism, London: Pimlico, 2000; 
Heinrich, D., op. cit.; Frank, M., Philosophical Foundations of Early German Romanticism, New York: 
SUNY Press, 2012. 
26 Kant, I., Critique of Pure Reason, eds. P. Guyer & A.W. Wood, trans. P. Guyer & A.W. Wood, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999, p.121; Bxxxix. 
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may doubt everything up to and including the existence of one’s own body, one 

cannot doubt that one is doubting, nor therefore that one exists as a thinking being: “I 

think, therefore I am”.27 This minimal point of certainty, however, leaves one cut off 

from the ‘external’ world to which science refers. How can we be sure that our 

subjective representations accurately represent the objects they are alleged to? How 

can we be sure that the objectivity of science really is objective?  

Descartes solves this problem with recourse to an epistemologically 

benevolent deity—indeed, the foundation of ‘faith’ to which Kant objects in the above 

citation is a response to such assurances of “basic fact”, for example, as Descartes’ 

claim that “God is no deceiver”.28 In attempting to offer a solution free of such 

presuppositions, Kant makes a move away from the Ptolemaic worldview of Cartesian 

epistemology, proposing in its place the following radical thought experiment: 

 

Up to now it has been assumed that all our cognition must conform to the 
objects; but all attempts to find out something about them a priori through 
concepts that would extend our cognition have, on this presupposition, come 
to nothing. Hence let us once try whether we do not get farther with the 
problems of metaphysics by assuming that the objects must conform to our 
cognition, which would agree better with the requested possibility of an a 
priori cognition of them, which is to establish something about objects before 
they are given to us.29 

 

The objectivity of the natural sciences results, on this view, from the active 

constitution of the world by the human mind: objects ‘match up’ with our 

representations because they could not do otherwise. Objects are recognisable as such 

only insofar as they are always apprehended within our forms of perception, where 

the latter are taken to include space and time—characterised by physical laws of the 

kind described by Newtonian science—themselves.30 Within this framework, Kant 

27 Descartes, R., Discourse on Method, trans. E.S. Haldane & G.R.T. Ross, New York: Dover, 2003, 
p.23. 
28 Descartes, R., Meditations on First Philosophy: with Selections from the Objections and Replies, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008, p.57. 
29 Kant, op. cit., p.110; Bxvi. 
30 This idea is outlined in the ‘The Transcendental Aesthetic’ in Kant, op. cit., p.157-177. For a useful 
overview of this idea, see Parsons, C., ‘The Transcendental Aesthetic’, The Cambridge Companion to 
Kant, ed. P. Guyer, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992, pp.62-100. For a far more 
detailed account, see Longuenesse, B., Kant and the Capacity to Judge: Sensibility and Discursivity in 
the Transcendental Analytic of the Critique of Pure Reason, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
1988. 
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argues that knowledge is produced by judgmental acts of human cognition. Cognition 

is thus fundamentally discursive: it consists in the application of concepts to 

intuitions, the recognition of particular things as falling under general categories. This 

means abandoning the belief that human knowledge should attempt to approximate 

divine knowledge by surmounting or circumventing its own finitude. On the contrary, 

the limitations of human knowledge become its conditions of possibility. This amounts 

not only to a significant re-evaluation of the significance of individual experience. It 

represents a serious departure from earlier beliefs about the oppositional relationship 

between appearance and reality: the only reality of which we can intelligibly speak, 

suggests Kant, is the one that appears to us. Kant does, however, maintain a 

distinction between things as they are for us and things as they are in themselves.  

Part of the motivation for defending this distinction lies, once again, in Kant’s 

commitment to the values of the Enlightenment: chiefly, the human capacity for self-

determination.31 Kant is just as interested in the moral law within us as the starry 

heavens above.32 The restriction of authentic knowledge to the domain of appearance, 

however, wherein human beings appear as objects situated within chains of physical 

causation, makes an insistence upon our autonomy problematic. As Andrew Bowie 

explains: “If the laws of nature were properties of the object ‘in itself’ they would also 

apply to ourselves in every respect. In such a view the world, including ourselves, 

would become a deterministic machine and human responsibility would be an 

illusion.”33 However: “if I too am subject to the division between how things appear to 

consciousness and how they are in themselves, my action can be subject to causality 

as an event in the world of appearing nature but free as something in itself”.34  

This does not, of course, solve the problem in a particularly satisfying way. 

According to Kant’s own arguments, the “spontaneity” of the subject—its “self-

31 Famously, Kant describes Enlightenment as “mankind’s exit from its self-incurred immaturity” 
(Kant, I., ‘An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment?’, What is Enlightenment?: Eighteenth-
Century Questions and Twentieth-Century Answers, ed. J. Schmidt, trans. J. Schmidt, Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1996, p.58). He goes on: “Immaturity is the inability to make use of 
one’s own understanding without the guidance of another. Self-incurred is this inability if its cause 
lies not in the lack of understanding but rather in the lack of the resolution and the courage to use it 
without the guidance of another. Sapere aude!” (Ibid.) 
32 I am paraphrasing here the famous passage from the Critique of Practical Reason: “Two things fill 
the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and reverence, the more frequently and 
persistently one’s meditation deals with them: the starry sky above me and the moral law within me.” 
(Kant, I., Critique of Practical Reason, trans. W.S. Pluhar, Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 
2002, p.203; 161) 
33 Bowie, A., Aesthetics and Subjectivity, pp.17-18. 
34 Ibid. 
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causing” capacity,35 its freedom (synonymous with the transcendental ‘I think’ that 

sutures together experiences as mine36)—cannot itself be an object of knowledge, for 

it cannot be found anywhere in the empirical world. That is to say, of the principle 

that “is the supreme one in the whole of human cognition”37 we can, properly 

speaking, know nothing. Kant’s picture of the human being leaves it divided across 

two distinct realms, split irreconcilably between an empirical ‘is’ and an inaccessible 

transcendental ‘ought’, with the latter—upon which human moral dignity, the ability 

to do otherwise than follow the dictates of nature, is thought to depend—reduced to a 

logical inference, a conjecture warranted only by the evidence of its putative effects. 

It was this fragmentation of the subject—Kant’s rendering it “amphibious”, as 

Hegel would later put it38—that proved a motivating dissatisfaction for the early 

German Romantics. As Simon Critchley explains, to accept the world as described by 

Kant was felt by his contemporaries to entail nihilism: the Kantian subject was seen to 

live in a kind of exile from itself, unable to relinquish its belief in its freedom and yet 

unable to prove itself more than a meaningless link in the chain of physical 

causation—the endless and pointless order, as F.H. Jacobi understood it, of 

‘conditioned conditions’.39 “The problem to which Romanticism attempts to provide a 

solution,” writes Critchley, “is that of how to reconcile the values of the 

Enlightenment—secularisation, humanism, the libertarian and egalitarian values of 

republicanism, the primacy of reason and the ubiquity of science—with the 

disenchantment of the world that those values seem to bring about.”40 The Romantics’ 

belief that the Kantian subject must be reconciled with itself, that this nihilism must 

be confronted, and yet that “such a confrontation with nihilism cannot simply take 

place in philosophy”, since philosophy “has conspired with the very forces that 

35 For an explanation of what is meant by these terms, see Pippin, R., ‘Kant on the Spontaneity of 
Mind’, Idealism as Modernism: Hegelian Variations, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012, 
pp.29-55. 
36 Kant calls it the “transcendental unity of apperception” (Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, p.233; 
A108). 
37 Ibid., p.248; B135. 
38 Here is Hegel in his lectures on aesthetics: “Spiritual culture, the modern intellect, produces this 
opposition in man, which makes him an amphibious animal, because he now has to live in two 
worlds which contradict each other. The result is that now consciousness wanders about in this 
contradiction, and, driven from one side to the other, cannot find satisfaction for itself in either the 
one or the other.” (Hegel, G.W.F, Aesthetics: Lectures on Fine Art, p.54) For discussions of this 
characterisation of the modern subject as ‘amphibious’, see Pippin, R., After the Beautiful, p.46 and 
Critchley, S., Very Little…Almost Nothing: Death, Philosophy, Literature, New York: Routledge, 1997, 
pp.88-90. 
39 See Bowie, op. cit., p.54. 
40 Critchley, op. cit., p.100. 
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produce nihilism” leads to them to attempt to rethink the nature of philosophy.41 

The aesthetic is the site of their attempt to do so. The primary tool that they 

seek to employ is art. Interestingly, the possibility for this somewhat unlikely 

eventuality can be traced, at least to a large extent, to the insights at which Kant 

himself arrived in the Critique of the Power of Judgment. For the Kant of the Critique of 

Pure Reason, the term ‘aesthetic’ refers exclusively to the forms of intuition: the space-

time container of experience.42 In the Critique of the Power of Judgment, however, 

Kant expands his usage of the term, seeing in it the chance to piece together the 

fragments of subjectivity shattered by the first two Critiques.43 In particular, he 

develops a conception of the experience of the beautiful as a state of harmonisation 

between the active and passive capacities—between, as it were, the subjective and 

objective dimensions—of the subject: one that is cognitive and yet exempt from the 

exigencies of practical life to which cognition is typically directed, signalling a possible 

escape from the tight mesh of means and ends. Seizing on this insight, it is for the 

Romantics “through the category of the aesthetic or the beautiful that the possibility 

of the subject’s auto-presentation will be pursued”.44 “The work of art,” explains 

Critchley, “is purposively produced through free human activity and it is intuitively 

available in the form of an object”.45 That is, “it is the object in which the subject finds 

its own freedom reflected back to it and realised. As such, the work of art partakes in 

and unites the realms of necessity and freedom, epistemology and ethics or the 

sensuous and intelligible that Kant had sundered.”46  

The form of artistic reconciliation with which the Romantics are most 

preoccupied is that of poetry, their conception of which oscillates between a specific 

literary form and the broader sense of poiesis as ‘making’. This emerging sense of 

language as produced poetically—we might, following Bowie, call it a linguistic 

turn—comes to encompass the language used by philosophy: J.G. Hamann and later 

by F.W.J. Schelling, for example, notice that Kant’s ‘universal’ categorical division of 

reality is itself dependent upon a natural language, and cannot be translated into 

41 Ibid., p.12. 
42 See Bowie, op. cit., p.19. 
43 Bernstein remarks: “Almost no one has thought Kant successful in this endeavour. On the 
contrary, for many of the generation of philosophers following Kant, his failure here was a clue to 
the failure, to the wrong turning, of the Critical program itself.” (Bernstein, The Fate of Art, p.6) 
44 Critchley, op. cit., p.104. 
45 Ibid., p.105. 
46 Ibid.  



 63 

other natural languages without remainder. They see that different languages, as 

Bowie puts it, “do not divide up the world in the same manner and cannot be made to 

converge via comparison with or reference to a ‘general philosophical language’”.47 To 

define truth, Schlegel writes, “as correspondence of the representation (Vorstellung) 

with the object” is to presuppose the “separation of object and representation; the 

object would, as such, have to be compared with the representation; but that is not at 

all possible, because one only ever has a representation of the object, and thus can 

only ever compare one representation with another”.48 The truth of a proposition is 

therefore not to be defined by its degree of correspondence to some already existing 

chunk of reality as it ‘really is’, ‘out there’, but rather by what aspects of reality it 

brings into view, indeed into existence. Taking Kant’s Copernican revolution a degree 

further, the world, for the Romantics, is not readymade, but instead spoken or 

written—or, indeed, sung—into being. There is no language, on this view, that is not 

literary. 

The category of literature thus comes, for the Jena Romantics, to comprehend 

that of philosophy. Philosophical writing, meanwhile, suddenly takes on the character 

of a literary work. This is, broadly speaking, what warrants many of the grandiose 

pronouncements for which the Jena Romantics have become best known: “[A]ll art 

should become science and all science art,” writes Schlegel; “poetry and philosophy 

should be made one.”49 Romanticism thus makes the attempt, Critchley notes, “to heal 

the wound which has been festering since Plato’s Republic between the claims of 

philosophy and literature”.50 Despite their obsession with what they perceive as the 

lost unity of Athenian culture, however, the Romantics do not attempt to do so 

through a “mimesis of the ancients, where, according to Hegel, the art of antiquity is 

characterised by an alleged immediacy or sensuous unification of form and content, 

but rather… the production of a specifically modern artwork”.51  

Indeed, the form through which they dream of performing this reconciliation 

is the novel: “Novels,” Schlegel strikingly claims, “are the Socratic dialogues of our 

47 Bowie, A., From Romanticism to Critical Theory: The Philosophy of German Literary Theory, New 
York, Routledge, 2012, p.60. 
48 F. Schlegel cited in ibid., p.74. 
49 F. Schlegel cited in Lacoue-Labarthe & Nancy, op. cit., p.29. The sense of ‘science’ here and 
elsewhere in the Jena Romantics’ corpus should be understood in the broadened German sense of 
the term Wissenschaft, which refers more broadly to systematic epistemic pursuits. 
50 Critchley, op. cit., p.99. 
51 Ibid., p.101. 
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time.”52 The Romantics thus lodge an important early modern claim to the effect that 

literature as such—autonomous and putatively removed from cognition proper—can 

and indeed must be in conversation with philosophy (and, by extension, all ‘scientific’ 

forms of understanding) and might itself demonstrate a philosophical agency more 

capable of reaching philosophy’s most urgent goals than the discipline of philosophy 

itself. Indeed, the Jena Romantics see the literary as the mode of thought most apt to 

understand to the deep existential crises of the modern age: one that reconciles 

antinomies of thinking and feeling, of the intelligible and the sensible, of freedom and 

nature. 

To understand why this is the case, it is worth saying more about the Jena 

Romantics’ conception of truth and its relationship to a particular and ambiguous 

practice of literary-philosophical writing. A moment ago I cited Critchley’s observation 

that the work of literary art is, for the Romantics, the human production in which the 

numinous takes on worldly form and so can be perceived. The Romantics frequently 

refer to the experience of such perception as an experience of the Absolute. The 

Absolute is a complex and elusive notion.53 On the one hand, the Jena writers 

consider the Absolute the transcendental ground of human activity and 

understanding; on the other, however, they think of it as something dynamic rather 

than something static and fixed, and furthermore as something in which the subject is 

taking part. Contact with the Absolute thus amounts to the synthesis prevented by the 

Kantian fragmentation of the subject: it is a unity of the finite and the infinite. Since it 

is not an object in the ordinary sense—but instead “inheres in all beings, including the 

knowing subject”—the Absolute is not available as such to “discursive thought”.54 

Experience of the Absolute depends upon “a special mode of thought", one that “must 

be nondiscursive or nonconeptual”.55 

For the Jena Romantics, literature enacts such a mode of thought. If literature 

affords us contact with the Absolute, however, it does so only fleetingly: though the 

52 F. Schlegel cited in Critchley, op. cit., p.101. This idea is unpacked at length in Lacoue-Labarthe & 
Nancy, op. cit., p.87-100. 
53 I deal with it only in a cursory way here. Dalia Nassar offers a valuable survey and synthesis of the 
most important recent interpretations of the idea of the Absolute in The Romantic Absolute. Nassar 
points out that two main threads of interpretation have tended to dominate scholarly accounts: one 
that views the Absolute as a regulative ideal in an epistemological problem and one that sees it as a 
metaphysical notion. Nassar argues convincingly that, in fact, the Romantics saw it as both “a 
cognitive ideal and an existential reality” (Nassar, op. cit., p.2, my emphasis). See also Bowie, 
Aesthetics and Subjectivity, p.49-55. 
54 Nassar, The Romantic Absolute, p.5. 
55 Ibid. 
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Absolute in a sense exists beyond the vicissitudes of space and time, the same cannot 

be said of the truth experienced in the literary encounter. The absolute always seems 

to withdraw at the very moment it becomes manifest; indeed, its recession is, 

paradoxically, a condition of its perception. The momentariness of such encounters 

provoke a frustrated vigilance: “Everywhere we seek the unconditioned (das 

Unbedingte),” writes Novalis, “but find only things (Dinge).”56 

One way in which the Romantics characterise this access to truth is as an 

unending interplay of wit (or Witz, the original German including the sense of a joke) 

and irony (Ironie). As in the case of the perfect metaphor or the mot juste, insight into 

the Absolute arrives not necessarily as the result of laborious meditation and logical 

deduction, but rather in the sudden, sensuous, contextually-dependent revelation 

typified by wit: “the sudden idea (Einfall)…which falls upon one quickly”.57 “Witz 

must be like Blitz,” writes Critchley, “a lightning…must be both sudden and brief.”58 

“What takes place,” he adds, “in the suddenness and speed of wit is the combination 

or unification of seemingly heterogeneous thoughts, the almost chance discovery of 

previously unperceived similarities, finding like in the unlike.”59 The discovery and 

invention of knowledge, and thus the activities of writing and thinking, are for the 

Romantics indissociable: they establish “new relations between things, relations which 

constitute what a thing is understood to be”.60 Yet if wit grants us insights, these may 

be swept away just as quickly as they arrive by the irony: 

 

If wit is synthetic, the chemical mixing of disparate elements, then irony is 
diaeretic, the separation or division of those elements. This diaeresis 
establishes an irreconcilable conflict between separated elements.61 

 

It is not only the case that witty insights may resist systematisation; on closer 

examination, or in another setting, the witty observation has lost its charm, the 

metaphor its purchase, the description its clarity. Indeed, as Bowie puts it, “assertion 

itself is rendered inherently problematic” in the context of Romantic thought, since in 

a sense any assertion “is only an error opposed to another error”.62 

56 Novalis cited in Bowie, op. cit., p.145. 
57 Critchley, op. cit., p.132. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid. 
60 Bowie, From Romanticism to Critical Theory, p.66. 
61 Critchley, op. cit., p.133. 
62 Bowie, op. cit., p.79. 
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The perpetual undoing of wit by irony may be seen as an important and 

indicative feature of the broader Romantic reconsideration of traditional philosophical 

truth. This approach to the nature of truth evolved alongside, and in conversation 

with, the Romantics’ understanding of the truth of nature: that is, the functioning of 

living beings within natural environments. Where the Enlightenment, typified in the 

mechanistic conceptions of Descartes, approached nature as something to be 

understood by dissecting and dismantling it, the Romantics side with such 

revolutionary contemporaries as Friedrich von Humboldt in viewing parts of living 

bodies, like bodies within ecologies, like ecologies within ecologies, as functioning 

organically, and thus impossible to understand independently from their specific place 

in the world.63 “Francis Bacon,” writes Sellheim, “used the words natura torturata to 

describe nature ‘laid upon the slab’: dead, ready to give up secrets that remained 

hidden when in a state of ‘natural liberty’.”64 In opposition to this, “Goethe was to 

offer a response to Bacon that epitomised the Romantic counter-thrust to the 

Enlightenment’s scientific paradigm, observing wryly that “Nature will reveal nothing 

under torture’.”65 Where the Enlightenment embraced a conception of man as 

essentially separate from nature, the Romantics dissent, viewing man as, however 

complexly, belonging to and dependent on his natural environment. 

Similarly, the Romantics conceived of truth in holistic terms. Statements of 

truth, for the Romantics, cannot be separated from the contexts, the living systems, 

within which they function without becoming untrue, without dying. Nor can the 

knowing subject be placed at a remove from what he or she knows, as in the Cartesian 

‘observer’ theory of knowledge: to be a subject is to be entangled with objects of 

knowledge. Romanticism, because of this opposition to mainstream philosophical 

thought, has often been characterised as a form of irrationalism. Yet as the preceding 

demonstrates, the Jena Romantics’ objections to the Enlightenment conceptions of 

truth, in particular to its modes of abstraction, are to a perceived dearth of reason, 

rather than a surplus.  

How is one to document or communicate such intelligence? What is the 

63 Wulf, A., The Invention of Nature: The Adventures of Alexander von Humboldt, The Lost Hero of 
Science, New York: Knopf Doubleday, 2015 offers a rich—if somewhat hagiographic, at least where 
its central subject is concerned—account of how this paradigm shift developed within the sciences. 
64 Sellheim, B., L’absente de tous bouquets: Linguistic Negativity in Martin Heidegger and Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty, Sydney: Macquarie University, unpublished doctoral dissertation, 2008, p.53. 
65 Ibid. 
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written form that expresses the nature of this highly qualified access to truth? As 

stated above, the first and overarching answer to this is literature. Organic in its 

functioning, premised on sensuous, contextual insight, and characterised, since 

Cervantes, by a dialectic of wit and irony, literature is the mode of writing and of 

thought that best potentiates access to the Absolute. For the Jena Romantics, 

however, it is finally not the epic poem or the modern novel, nor the systematic 

philosophical treatise, but instead an unexpected combination of these forms—and at 

once a stopping-short of them all—that does justice to the Absolute: the fragment. 

One of the most significant artifacts left behind by the Jena writers—a kind of 

negative Gesamtkunstwerk—is the journal Athenaeum, published between the years of 

1798 and 1800. It is a journal of fragments. The Romantics considered the practice of 

writing such fragments to be the performance and installation at the level of form of 

the impossibility of complete knowledge and of the undesirability, from the point of 

view of its pursuit, of perfect systematisation. Each fragment is intended to be 

independent, autonomous, but only to a limited extent; it must always be understood 

within, and is in a sense continually rewritten by, the always-developing ecosystem of 

its surrounding fragments. “Each fragment,” writes Bowie, “however much it may 

make a universal claim (and many do), already subverts itself both via the ironic 

suspicion of all determinate assertion brought about by a collection of juxtaposed 

fragments, and via the fact that its connection to other fragments is contingent upon 

the synthetic ability of the readers of the fragments.”66 

This amounts, then, not to a total rejection of the systematic or the complete, 

but rather to the understanding of these as ever-retreating goals toward which we 

move, rather than states we might ever actually obtain. “It is equally fatal to the spirit 

to have a system and not to have a system,” Schlegel writes. “It will simply have to 

decide to combine the two.”67 The fragment, writes Critchley, “is the romantic thought 

of the systematic”.68 This, in turn, amounts to a reconfiguration, within literary 

practice, within the thought space of the literary, of philosophy itself. To the extent 

that philosophical thought is only properly carried out in the writing and reading of 

such fragments, and to the extent that it belongs to the very logic of the fragment to 

remain pending, philosophy is transformed into an infinite conversation, rather than a 

66 Bowie, op. cit., p.85. 
67 Schlegel, F., Philosophical Fragments, trans. P. Firchow, Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 
1991, p.24. 
68 Critchley, op. cit., p.128. 
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pursuit of immutable truths. As Schlegel puts it, “even the greatest system is merely a 

fragment”.69 “Philosophy,” asserts Novalis, “will never be completed.”70  

The fragment, then, may paradoxically be understood as the literary-

philosophical form of the failure to produce philosophy, as a failure at once en route 

to philosophy and away from it. It is philosophy made possible, allowed to continue, 

only through its continual appropriation by literary form, only through a movement of 

mind that simultaneously refuses it. Yet qua fragment, we should again note, such 

writing also fails to be literature: as stated above, the great Romantic novel, the 

Homeric myth of modernity dreamt of by Schlegel, never arrives. To the extent that a 

literature worthy of modernity would be comprehensive and complete in the same 

way as the Enlightenment hoped philosophy would be, literature itself becomes a kind 

of orientational or regulative ideal, rather than something that is (or might be) ever 

actually accomplished. In Athenaeum fragment 116, we read that Romantic poetry 

will “forever be becoming and never be perfected”, that this is its “essence”.71  

Yes, the fragment naïvely strives after the Absolute. But to the extent that it 

also recognises—and, indeed, is initiated by—the unattainable nature of its goal, it 

frequently becomes more focused on the nature of such striving than, as it were, on 

the thing itself. To this extent, it is understandable that the Romantic fragments so 

often fall to acts of self-theorisation and self-prescription. Romantic poetry’s aim, 

writes Schlegel, is 

 

to reunite all the separate species of poetry and put poetry in touch with 
philosophy and rhetoric. It tries to and should mix and fuse poetry and prose, 
inspiration and criticism, the poetry of art and the poetry of nature; to make 
poetry lively and sociable, and life and society poetical.72 

 

In such instances, while the fragment’s reflections on its own procedures are subject to 

the very processes of provisionalisation on which they comment, they also oddly 

become its condition of possibility. Increasingly, they take on a manifesto-like 

function, becoming a poetic theorisation of a theoretical poetic yet to come. It is only, 

69 F. Schlegel cited in Rudolph Gasché’s ‘Foreword: Ideality in Fragmentation’ in Schlegel, op cit., 
p.xii. 
70 Novalis cited in Bowie, op. cit., p.77. Similarly, Schlegel writes: “One can only become a 
philosopher, not be one. As soon as one thinks one is a philosopher, one stops becoming one.” 
(Schlegel, op. cit., p.24) 
71 F. Schlegel cited in Critchley, op. cit., p.111. 
72 Ibid. 
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we might say, where literature and philosophy at once come together and fail to take 

place that philosophy and literature can be properly understood. 

 “Romanticism fails.”73 It does so in the self-conscious and deliberate sense I 

have already outlined: it fails to achieve the synthesis it longs for. Yet it also fails 

more straightforwardly, ending not in triumph, but in dissolution; not with a bang, 

but a whimper. As an energetic confluence of the lives of thinkers, the Jena moment 

ends, as Robert J. Richards puts it, “in the usual ways”: its members moving on, 

marrying, going mad, taking up official posts—in short, leaving behind the “hot joy of 

youth” and the intimate friendships on which their work was premised.74 The post-

Kantian philosophy that will ascend rapidly to dominance is not Romanticism, but 

Hegelianism. As we have seen, Hegel declares art, not a privileged mode of access to 

truth, but a thing of the past. Robert Pippin writes that Hegel’s relegation of art to the 

past—alongside philosophy and religion—is predicated on his view that “the basic 

structure of modern society had become at least incipiently rational”.75 According to 

Hegel, the “modern shape of spirit (Gestalt des Geistes) [is] a world of freedom 

realised”; we have, as Pippin paraphrases it, “reached a form of self- and other-

understanding where there is nothing substantial left to be ‘worked out’, no 

fundamental residual irrationality in the way we make claims on each other and about 

the world.”76 As Pippin goes on to point out, this is “clearly false as a claim about 

European modernity in the first third of the nineteenth century”77—a claim falsified 

not least by the “revolutionary vitality of the modernist moment”78 that follows in 

Hegel’s wake or by the eventual waning of his Hegel’s own influence. Perhaps, then, 

as Critchley puts it, “we still belong to the epoch opened up by Romanticism. 

Romanticism is not a thing of the past, it is rather the trace of a past that continues to 

haunt our living present.”79 

73 Ibid., p.110. 
74 Richards, op. cit., p.194. 
75 Pippin, op. cit., p.37. 
76 Ibid.  
77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid., p.36. Pippin is writing about pictorial modernism in particular—focussing especially on 
Édouard Manet and Paul Cézanne—but it seems reasonable to apply his claims to contemporaneous 
literature. His views on modernist painting bear a strong resemblance to those expressed by 
Bernstein in his account of so-called late modernism in Bernstein’s Against Voluptuous Bodies. 
Bernstein applies his conception of modernism to a much longer historical timespan, up to and 
including developments in very recent contemporary art. 
79 Critchley, op. cit., p.114. See also Lacoue-Labarthe & Nancy, op. cit., p.1. For a far more detailed 
account of the relationship between Hegel and the moment of early German Romanticism, see Reid, 
J., The Anti-Romantic: Hegel Against Ironic Romanticism, London: Bloomsbury, 2014. 
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Identity and nonidentity 
 

  The myth of enlightenment 

 

Like the Jena Romantics, by whom he is in a variety of ways influenced, Adorno 

elaborates a conception of art, including literature, in terms of its relationship to 

truth. He sees the claim to truth made by works of art, not as timeless or immutable, 

but instead as lodged within their particular historical context. Specifically, his 

thinking about modernist art focusses on the oppositional stance it takes with respect 

to the modes of reason embraced by the Enlightenment and the processes of societal 

rationalisation that these underpin. To understand what it is, on Adorno’s view, that 

modernism responds to in such rationality, and how it does so, we must first 

understand Enlightenment rationality—the rationality constitutive of our own 

historical moment—as itself embedded within an historical process, albeit not in the 

way it typically understands itself to be. 

Like Hegel, Adorno sees all historical forms of life as having been possessed of 

their own rationality, their own dominant mode of understanding and reasoning. 

Understood dialectically, each such form of life and attendant rationality, each 

epochal figuration of Geist,80 gives rise and eventually gives way to its replacement. 

From the point of view of the ascendant mode, this process is always understood as 

one of enlightenment: in rising to dominance, it reveals its predecessor as having been 

based on misrecognition and delusion; in breaking the spell of its predecessor, it 

80 No straightforward English translation of the German term Geist is possible, and the debates the 
term provokes are too complex to engage with in detail here. Put too briefly, it can be taken to mean 
at once ‘mind’ and ‘spirit’, but cannot be understood as referring simply to these as properties of 
individuals; instead, Geist implies the sociality of these phenomena, as well as their development in 
time at both individual and societal levels. For an explanation of the term’s use by Hegel, see Pippin, 
R., ‘You Can’t Get There From Here: Transition problems in Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit’, The 
Cambridge Companion to Hegel, ed. F.C. Beier, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993, pp.52-
85. See also Pinkard, T., Hegel’s Phenomenology: The Sociality of Reason, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1996, where Geist is described in terms of “social space” (p.8). Finally, for a classic 
but quasi-religious interpretation of Geist that appears somewhat dated in comparison to these more 
recent epistemological-sociological outings, see Taylor, C., Hegel, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1975, especially the chapter ‘Self-positing Spirit’, pp.76-124. At least at the level of dictionary 
definition, as it were, Hegel and Adorno understand and use it in a roughly comparable way. For 
more of the specifics of the relationship Adorno assumes to Hegel’s understanding of Geist, see 
Adorno, T.W., An Introduction to Dialectics, ed. C. Ziermann, trans. N. Walker, Cambridge: Polity, 
2017, especially ‘Lecture 9, 24 June 1958’, pp.82-91. Adorno’s most direct and sustained 
engagement with Hegel is in Adorno, T.W., Hegel: Three Studies, trans. S.W. Nicholsen, 
Massachusetts, MIT Press, 1993.  
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understands itself as a movement out of superstition and dogmatism, out of mythic 

“fancy”,81 and into genuine knowledge: that is, a new systematic order of explanation 

and justification. Adorno arguably departs from Hegel in that he does not hold our 

own moment to be the terminus of this process and the realisation of its telos82: of the 

broader dialectic of enlightenment, Adorno suggests that ours—the Enlightenment—

is, at least in principle, just the latest instantiation, sharing in common with every 

antithetical moment that went before it the belief that it has hit bedrock, that it 

understands reality as it really is.83 ‘In principle’? Yes, because on Adorno’s view the 

modernity to which artistic modernism responds is a particular moment and thus 

requires far greater specification. We will return to this shortly. First, however, I want 

to emphasise the continuity of myth and enlightenment at the level at which both 

Enlightenment rationality and the experience of art are enacted: that of cognition. 

 In Dialectic of Enlightenment, Adorno approaches modern cognition in part 

through what we might call an anthropological-mythological genealogy of our mode 

of rationality. The point of origin that Adorno offers for his history of Geist involves 

the cognitive response of our prehistoric ancestors, of “primitive men”,84 to their 

confrontation with an overwhelming and threatening natural world. In this 

experience, he claims, “[t]he gasp of surprise which accompanies the experience of 

the unusual becomes its name”.85 What matters here the cognitive subsumption for 

which the act of verbal nomination stands. Cognitive subsumption here means 

representation; representation means the movement from the particular to the 

universal. In other words, the capacity to nominate is the capacity to recognise 

occurrences in nature as such: to see discrete events or objects as instantiations of 

general categories.  

Man, to the extent that his developmental trajectory is instigated by his fear of 

destruction by nature, is thus marked, on Adorno’s view, by his oddly divided 

character: he is within nature, but in such a way that he is also outside of it. This is a 

definition of the modern subject that he inherits in part from the tradition of German 

81 Adorno, T.W. & Horkheimer, M., Dialectic of Enlightenment, trans. John Cumming, London: Verso, 
1997. For simplicity’s sake, I henceforth attribute citations from Dialectic of Enlightenment to Adorno 
alone, since it is the continuation of the positions expressed therein with Adorno’s later sole-
authored work that I am concerned with here. 
82 For an account that does not portray Hegel in this ‘completist’ mode, see Jameson, F., The Hegel 
Variations: On the Phenomenology of Spirit, New York: Verso, 2010. 
83 As we shall see below, he certainly does not consider our own moment one of triumphant arrival. 
84 Adorno & Horkheimer, op. cit., p.15. 
85 Ibid., p.16. 
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Idealism and Romanticism: recall Hegel’s formulation of our ‘amphibious character’—

one foot in the air of freedom, of autonomy, of the ‘ought’, and one foot in the waters 

of deterministic nature, of heteronomy, of the ‘is’. As we have seen, the Jena 

Romantics see this division as a decidedly modern condition, the occasion of a new 

epistemological and ethical crisis necessitating some kind of reflective reconciliation. 

Adorno shares the latter part of assessment, but not the former. Tracing our split 

character into our deep anthropological history, he describes it as what has allowed us 

to contend with the overwhelming force of nature. For Adorno, nomination is “the 

discursive embodiment,” as Bernstein puts it, “of the drive to self-preservation”.86 

Ultimately, this ability to ‘answer back’ makes conceivable the “mastery of nature”.87 

For Adorno, nomination—the imposition of identity—is the root of domination. 

 Insofar as both this primordial mode of rationality and its modern counterpart 

share the aspiration to master nature, Adorno suggests, they are “coextensive”88 as 

forms of what is generally only in the latter case named instrumental rationality. As 

Bernstein puts it: 

 

For Adorno…not only does religious and mythic thought contain a rational 
kernel, but scientifically rational thought contains a mythic core. The rational 
and mythic core of thought is univocal: identity thinking as the subsumption 
of individuality (sensuous particularity) under a coherent, unifying, 
simplifying, explanatory universal (myth, god, natural law, unified science).89 

 

Stated in slightly different terms, modern reason and its mythic forerunners are 

united by their attempts to subordinate the object to the subject, to bring the 

unknown within the ambit of the known, the strange into the familiar. In the forms of 

life inhabited by our ancestors, identity thinking and instrumental rationality play out 

in one or another kind of magic. Such magic is typically enacted, Adorno suggests, 

through mimetic rituals: events in which the destructive forces of living nature are 

thought to be assuaged by acts of doubling, of imitation. Mutatis mutandis, such 

thinking continues into the later rituals and myths of religion. The paradigmatic 

articulation of modern rationality, meanwhile, can be found in Kant’s Critique of Pure 

86 Bernstein, J.M., ‘“The dead speaking of stones and stars”: Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory’, Cambridge 
Companion to Critical Theory, ed. F. Rush, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2004, p.144. 
87 Adorno & Horkheimer, op. cit., p.26. 
88 Bernstein, Adorno: Disenchantment and Ethics, p.30. 
89 Ibid. 
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Reason. For Kant, cognition involves two separate but interdependent faculties: that of 

understanding and that of reason. Reason is effectively the capacity to project the 

products of the understanding into causal chains (“making it the organ of calculation, 

of planning”90). As we have already seen, meanwhile, the understanding produces its 

objects from two components: intuitions and concepts. To recognise any given object 

is to subsume a particular intuition (the sensible) under a general concept (the 

intelligible). While both components are required for understanding (“Thoughts 

without content are empty,” Kant famously writes, while “intuitions without concepts 

are blind.”91), meaning lies on the side of the concept, and so on the side of the 

subject, rather than with intuition, on the side of the object. As Bernstein puts it, this 

mode of cognition amounts to “a form of epistemological ventriloquism, the puppet 

intuitions saying only and exactly what the master concepts say”.92  

Although more successful in effect, in intention the Kantian (scientific-

rational) model does not differ from the magic ritual: where the latter sought 

supernaturally to control the violent forces of the nonhuman world, the latter seeks 

(again, in a sense, supernaturally) to understand them scientifically and manipulate 

them technologically. Furthermore, modern rationality pursues this intention with the 

same basic means: the categories of empirical science and the dance ceremonies of 

primitive people are fundamentally alike, Adorno argues, in being mimetic: acts in 

which the subject forms itself in reflection of the object. The “mimetic taboo”93 that is 

central to modern scientific understanding (which entails the relegation of art to a 

cognition-free status, of the aesthetic to the ‘merely aesthetic’) is thus Enlightenment 

rationality’s attempt to dissemble its own basis in mimesis, and thereby dissemble its 

dependence on what it repudiates. 

Notwithstanding these similarities, modern rationality also differs from its 

forerunners in crucial ways. For our purpose here—namely, to understand the 

rational context in which artistic modernism intervenes—three interconnected 

differences, each concerning the modern tendency toward abstraction, are most 

important. Firstly, on Adorno’s account, the primordial encounter in which we seek to 

master nature by reducing it to “instantiations of recurring properties and 

concatenations of properties” kick-starts what Bernstein calls an “aeon-long process of 

90 Adorno & Horkheimer, op. cit., p.88. 
91 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, pp.193-194; A51/B75. 
92 Bernstein, Against Voluptuous Bodies, p.6. 
93 Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, p.110. 
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abstraction”.94 The dialectical history of subsequent forms of rationality, then, is not 

only the story of one more less equivalent way after another of subsuming the 

particular under the universal; it is also the story of “the ascent from narrow 

universals (which may remain dependent on particular sensory phenomena) to wider, 

more unconditioned ones”.95 As the latest chapter of this story, our modernity is an 

era of unprecedentedly grand abstractions: in our moment, “social rules” have become 

“more abstract, decontextualised, formal, [and] impersonal” than ever before, “hence 

less traditional (historically bound) and less dependent on the character of reasoners 

and their relations with one another”.96 “Capital,” observes Bernstein, “is the 

exemplary instance of this process; it is economic relations rationalised.”97 The 

outcome of this process is that the abstractions that afford us our understanding of the 

world are today remote to an unprecedented degree from the lifeworld and the 

embodied experience upon which they depend and from which their antecedents 

derived.  

Secondly, modernity is also a period in which an unprecedented part of the 

formerly unknown has become subject to the known. Adorno did not have access to 

the contemporary term ‘Anthropocene’, which defines our historical epoch as distinct 

insofar as, within it, humanity has become a determining geological force, but one can 

imagine that it may have appealed to him: the modern era, for Adorno, is that era in 

which the state of scientific mastery and industrial and bureaucratic-managerial 

sophistication is such that the balance of power between man and nature tips, at least 

apparently, in favour of the former: where once nature had the power to destroy man, 

man now possesses the power to destroy nature.98 

Thirdly, while enlightenment always involves the demythologisation of a 

given mode of rationality by that which supplants it, Adorno follows Max Weber in 

suggesting that a novel feature of the specific demythologisation carried out by the 

Enlightenment is its disenchantment of nature. Bernstein notes that the theme of 

disenchantment in Dialectic of Enlightenment is interwoven with, and to a large extent 

organised by, “a metaphorics and/or conceptualisation…too little commented upon or 

94 Bernstein, ‘The dead speaking of stones and stars’, p.144. 
95 Ibid. 
96 Ibid., p.143. 
97 Ibid. 
98 This is a dubious advantage, of course, for implicit in—as my use of the word ‘apparently’ should 
suggest—is a self-misrecognition, a fantasy of independence from nature, that leads man to damage 
nature via the imposition of form in ways that are self-undermining. 
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discussed”99 in the work’s dominant reception: namely, “the distinctions living/non-

living and living/dead”.100 In Adorno’s terms, as the mode of mimetic comportment 

that “supplants mimesis”,101 Enlightenment rationality “cancels the animation of 

nature” and then “master[s] a despiritualised nature only by imitating its rigidity and 

despiritualising itself in turn”.102 Where “myth compounds the inanimate with the 

animate”, writes Adorno, the Enlightenment “compounds the animate with the 

inanimate”.103 Enlightenment reason, writes Adorno, is thus “mimesis unto death”.104 

In other words, within a nature “disenchanted into dead matter”, “in what he 

presumes is his effort of mastering the brute thing”—but is in fact, covertly, the act of 

“mimetically adapting himself to it”—the subjectivity of the Enlightenment reasoner 

itself acquires a deathly objectivity, his thinking an inanimate rigidity.105 As Bernstein 

puts it, “in treating every object as in principle subject to means-ends ratiocination 

and hence as indefinitely manipulable, as quantifiable and subject to causal analysis, 

[Enlightenment reason] extirpates life from the world or, perhaps, first rationally 

brackets and then rationally excludes the cognitive experience of our perceiving living 

beings like ourselves as living”.106 

 For Adorno, the ascent of this mode rationality and its self-misunderstanding 

is the story of suffering and disaster with which he has perhaps become most strongly 

associated as a thinker: “instead of entering into a truly human condition”, he writes, 

enlightened man sinks “into a new kind of barbarism”;107 far from being the site of a 

utopia of independence, “the fully enlightened earth,” he famously claims, “radiates 

disaster triumphant”.108  

 On Adorno’s view, the moment of dialectical reversal in which the 

Enlightenment shifts from a transgressive to a regressive mode of comportment—

departing its negative moment (animated by the criticism and dissolution of the 

superstitious and dogmatic ways of yesterday) and entering its positive moment (in 

which it becomes itself reified and intolerant of criticism, and so dogmatic and 

99 Bernstein, Against Voluptuous Bodies, p.257. 
100 Ibid., p.257. 
101 Adorno & Horkheimer, op. cit., p.57. 
102 Ibid. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Ibid. 
105 Bernstein, op. cit., p.258. 
106 Ibid., p.257. 
107 Adorno & Horkheimer, op. cit., p.xi. 
108 Ibid., p.3. 
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superstitious)—stems from the aspiration to mastery and fantasy of independence I 

described above. Motivated by the same fear of the unknown as was its seemingly 

primitive prototype, Enlightenment reason dictates that “[n]othing at all may remain 

outside” its order of explanation, “because the mere idea of outsideness is the very 

source of fear”.109 “There is to be no mystery,” Adorno writes, “which means, too, no 

wish to reveal mystery.”110 Enlightenment comes to insist on its own positivity and, on 

the authority of that positivity, delegitimates any attempt to negate it, repudiating the 

very gestures of mind that made it itself possible. With this taboo on negation, 

Enlightenment reason reveals itself as “totalitarian”.111 In claiming thus to bring the 

totality of the unknown into the ambit of the known, “enlightenment returns to 

mythology”.112  

At the same time, by pushing any criticism of its organising rationality to the 

margins, the social order through which the Enlightenment arose gradually ossifies, 

the social form whose founding claim to legitimacy is production and protection of 

human freedom—itself the product, originally, of revolution—becoming a network of 

mutually determining objectivities. While bourgeois society (where grounded 

ideologically, for example, in liberalism), places emphasis on the value of the 

individual person, that individuality is eviscerated, rendered merely formal: “nothing 

is left of [this individual],” writes Adorno, invoking Kant’s transcendental unity of 

apperception, “but that eternally same I think that must accompany all my ideas”.113 

“The individual,” Adorno writes, “is reduced to the nodal point of the conventional 

responses and modes of operations expected of him”; he “defines himself only as a 

thing”. 114 Thus “[s]ubject and object are both rendered ineffectual”.115 “The abstract 

self,” they write, “which justifies record-making and systematisation, has nothing set 

over against it but the abstract material which possesses no other quality than to be a 

substrate of such possession.”116 As the principle of self-determination hardens into a 

mode of fate, we become imprisoned in what had appeared to be the vehicle of our 

emancipation. 

109 Ibid., p.16. 
110 Ibid., p.5. 
111 Ibid., p.6. 
112 Ibid., p.27. 
113 Ibid., p.26. 
114 Ibid., p.28. 
115 Ibid. 
116 Ibid. 



 77 

 When, in this fantasy-preserving switch from what I have called its 

transgressive to its regressive moment, the Enlightenment represses its own conditions 

of possibility, philosophical reflection is, of course, no exception. For Adorno, the 

dominant and symptomatic modern intellectual inclination is reductive positivism, in 

philosophy as in science. Here, legitimate thought is formalised as “mathematical 

procedure”,117 a matter of “computation and utility”.118 “Thinking objectifies itself,” 

writes Adorno, “to become an automatic, self-activating process; an impersonation of 

the machine”.119 Furthermore, when enlightenment returns to myth, “[m]athematical 

procedure” becomes, “so to speak, the ritual of thinking”.120 

Though mildly qualifying his use of the term ‘ritual’ here, Adorno is perhaps 

not simply analogising. The processes of mathematical procedure to which he refers 

must be reiterated without end. One might argue that they thus help constitute a 

circular mythic temporality and a self-reinforcing authority that warrant comparison 

to the actual rituals of earlier, traditional societies: such might see positivism as 

announcing the ‘end of history’.121 His inflection of the mimesis unto death with the 

claim that such thought imitates machinery is also important: not only does the 

machine here conjure an image of something “hardened and alienated”, nor 

furthermore of something quintessentially non-living; a machine, in the simple sense, 

is a tool that repeats a task without being able to understand that task or ask why it is 

being performed. Thus: “The more the machinery of thought subjects existence to 

itself,” claims Adorno, “the more blind its resignation in reproducing existence.”122 

The ‘blindness’ that produces such resignation stems from the exclusion of enquiries 

not modelled on the positivist tenets of scientific rationalism and mainstream 

philosophy. 

If the Enlightenment has “extinguished any trace of its own self-

consciousness”,123 this is because it dismisses as so much “meaningless prattle” the 

cognitive activity that conditioned it, which Adorno specifically labels “thinking about 

117 Ibid., p.25. 
118 Ibid., p.6. 
119 Ibid., p.25. 
120 Ibid. 
121 Jameson suggests that postmodernism is simply a later moment of positivism: “what Adorno 
called positivism is very precisely what we now call postmodernism, only at a more primitive stage.” 
(Jameson, F., Late Marxism: Adorno or the Persistence of the Dialectic, New York: Verso, 2007, p.248) 
122 Ibid., p.27. 
123 Ibid., p.4. 
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thought”.124 The “untruth” of Enlightenment rationality, for Adorno, “does not consist 

in what its romantic enemies have always reproached it for: analytic method, return 

to elements, dissolution through reflective thought”—for these, within the 

transgressive moment of the Enlightenment, are necessary methods—“but instead in 

the fact that for enlightenment the process is always decided from the start.”125 “When 

in mathematical procedure,” Adorno writes, “the unknown becomes the unknown 

quantity of an equation, this marks it as the well-known even before any value is 

inserted.”126 In a world determined by this system of thought “[t]he multiplicity of 

forms is reduced to position and arrangement, history to fact, things to matter”.127 

“What appears to be the triumph of subjective rationality, the subjection of all reality 

to logical formalism,” Adorno writes, “is paid for by the obedient subjection of reason 

to what is directly given.”128 What is abandoned in this subjection, in the extirpation 

of thinking about thought, cannot be reduced to irrational chatter. It is instead: 

 

the whole claim and approach of knowledge: to comprehend the given as 
such; not merely to determine the abstract spatiotemporal relations of the 
facts which allow them just to be grasped, but on the contrary to conceive 
them as the superficies, as mediated conceptual moments which come to 
fulfilment only in the development of their social, historical, and human 
significance”.129  

 

“The task of cognition does not consist in mere apprehension, classification, and 

calculation,” Adorno insists, “but in the determinate negation of each immediacy.”130 

 

 

  Experience of the absence of experience 

 

If, for Adorno, the modernist artwork is defined by its oppositional attitude toward 

modern rationality, then the primary site for such opposition is the same as that for 

the establishment of what it opposes: the moment of cognitive encounter. I have 

124 Ibid., p.25. 
125 Ibid. 
126 Ibid. 
127 Ibid., p.7. 
128 Ibid., p.26. 
129 Ibid., pp.26-27. 
130 Ibid. 
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already noted how, for Adorno, instrumental rationality is predicated on cognitive-

discursive object domination, the first step toward which is the subsumption of the 

particular under the universal. This moment of cognitive encounter takes place 

“between the subject who bestows meaning and the meaningless object, between 

rational significance and its accidental bearer”.131 The accidental character of the 

bearer and the meaninglessness of the object are crucial here: “The bestowal of 

meaning,” writes Bernstein, “the giving of meaning to the object, is what denies it, 

empties it, thereby making it meaningless, a mere bearer of meaning.”132 To the 

rationality of bourgeois society, Adorno suggests, the particularity of any given object 

is irrelevant: it is the function of the precedence of concept over intuition, like that 

(on a Marxist view) of exchange value over use value in capitalism, to render 

particular objects fungible, mere generic components to be plugged into a rational 

plan. Yet, for Adorno, that we thus impose meaning on objects ends in an irony: to 

know or to say what something is—to impose its identity—is, from a certain 

perspective, to know or to say what it is not—that is, to exclude features of the object 

not expressed in its identity. “The concept,” as Adorno puts it in a lecture, “is always 

less than what is subsumed under it.”133 

If both philosophy and art, understood and undertaken in a specific way, may 

offer a kind of self-consciousness to instrumental rationality, it is by a two-step 

process that critically mobilises this irony. First, it is by attempting to demonstrate this 

nonidentity of identity: by showing the particular to exist in excess of its registration 

under the universal, by showing intuition to transcend its apprehending concept, by 

showing the world to eclipse the mind that would dominate it. Second, it is by 

demonstrating the first term in each case in the preceding list of binaries to be 

dependent upon its subordinated other. This aspect of Adorno’s project is summed up 

well by the ambition stated in the preface to his Negative Dialectics: “by critical self-

reflection to give the Copernican revolution”—Kant’s ascription, as I mentioned in the 

Introduction, to the subject of the lawfulness of nature, of constitutive power in 

realising reality as such—“an axial turn”134—that is, a turn toward the object that is 

the repressed condition of possibility for such constitutive subjective activity, and in so 

131 Ibid., p.7. 
132 Bernstein, op. cit., p.258. 
133 Adorno, T.W., Lectures on Negative Dialectics: Fragments of a lecture course 1965/1966, ed. R. 
Tiedermann, trans. R. Livingstone, Cambridge: Polity, 2008, p.7. 
134 Adorno, T.W., Negative Dialectics, trans. E.B. London: Ashton, Continuum, 2007, p.xx. 
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doing liberate subjectivity from its own rationalised rigidity and absent-mindedness. 

The achievement of this goal would mean the discovery of an alternative (and non-

dominative) mode of mimetic rationality. Enacting such an alternative cognitive 

comportment would amount, on the basis of the arguments offered so far, to thinking 

about thought. 

Where “art itself thinks”,135 for Adorno, it does so through its preoccupation 

with the particular. Indeed, as Bernstein explains, Adorno “thinks artworks are 

cognitive in almost the same way that philosophy is cognitive: philosophy—

reflectively—investigates the relation of universal (concept) and particular (intuition) 

through the universal, while art—performatively—investigates the relation of 

universal and particular through the particular”.136 Such investigations are premised 

on the aesthetic encounter occasioned by the work of art. In contrast to instrumental 

cognitive experience, where meaning is had in terms of generality, here the 

meaningfulness of the experience consists in its irreducible singularity: the work of art 

“epitomises the unsubsumable”, writes Adorno, “and as such challenges the prevailing 

principle of reality: that of exchangeability”.137 Put more straightforwardly, what 

matters in the encounter with the work of art is, on the one hand, the emphatic 

experience of this object at this moment and, on the other hand, the particular 

individual qua constitutive subject of such an experience: that is, to ‘this object at this 

moment’—an indexical experience, the significance of which resists liquidation into 

generality—the artwork adds ‘by this living individual’—that is, in excess of his or her 

rationalised, merely formal individuality.138  

In this way, artworks “rescue from cognitive and rational oblivion our 

embodied experience and the standing of unique, particular things as the proper 

objects of such experience”.139 Within an epistemic context in which knowledge is 

predominantly conceived of in discursive (that is, conceptual) terms, and thus always 

established in advance, as tautological, the task of art’s thinking is therefore to offer 

135 Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, p.129. 
136 Bernstein, ‘The dead speaking of stones and stars’, p.158.  
137 Adorno, op. cit., p.227. 
138 The notion of emphatic experience is one highlighted in German by the availability of two 
different terms for experience: Erlebnis and Erfahrung. The latter, writes Bernstein, “is the cognitive 
mode through which we have…[the] apprehension of uniqueness.” (Bernstein, Adorno: Disenchantment 
and Ethics, p.113) The distinction between Erlebnis and Erfahrung is also discussed in Gadamer, H.-
G., Truth and Method, London: Sheed and Ward, 1975. 
139 Bernstein, Against Voluptuous Bodies, p.7. 
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us “things of which we do not know what they are”.140 Where meaningful experience 

is defined as the subsumption of intuitions under concepts, with such interconnected 

concepts constituting the differential web that makes up our ‘world’, the 

meaningfulness of artworks lies in offering us “the experience of the absence of 

experience”.141 

Modernist art is able to do this because of its autonomy. Modernist artworks 

may be considered autonomous insofar as they obey no exigency, are defined by no 

rule, outside of themselves; they are, to borrow the language of Romanticism, 

unconditioned. From the point of view of the functional context of bourgeois society, 

this is in one sense as much as to say that they are useless, for they are not 

determined by the meaning-bestowing chain of means and ends constituted by 

instrumental reason.142 It is their ability to be meaningful without being a link in the 

chain that, for science and capital, makes up the meaning-totality of the enlightened 

world—their ability, to borrow Kantian terminology, to be purposive without 

purpose—that allows artworks to take up the claim of the particular.143 

More specifically, modernism’s engagement with particularity, and thereby the 

connection between the particular and modernism’s capacity for thought, must be 

understood in relation to the pervasive pressure within modernist art-making toward 

innovation and novelty. As Adorno puts it, “art must go beyond its own concept in 

order to remain faithful to that concept”.144 Artworks must partake of the history of 

art in the form of convention in order to be recognisable as art. Yet to be recognisable 

is to be generic, and so subsumed and neutralised. Thus artworks must paradoxically 

strive both to affirm convention and, to greater or lesser extent, to negate it (and in 

140 Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, p.114. 
141 Bernstein, op. cit., p.9. 
142 Art’s autonomy should not be understood as elective. Indeed, Bernstein suggests that modernism 
is “hounded” (Bernstein, Against Voluptuous Bodies, p.7) into its autonomy by the rational order. 
“Once expelled and aware of that expulsion, art then is forced to interrogate what is left to it, the 
meaning of its now isolated practice, and, simultaneously, the significance of its excision,” he writes. 
(Ibid., p3) 
143 For Kant, the paradigmatic aesthetic experience is of beauty because the experience of the 
beautiful is ideally disinterested: as Kant argues in the Critique of the Power of Judgment, one wants 
nothing from the beautiful. See Kant, I., Critique of the Power of Judgment, trans. P. Guyer & E. 
Matthews, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001, p.90-91; §5:205 and pp.94-96; §5:209-
210. Adorno, however, suggests that this disinterestedness is precisely what comes to see the 
beautiful instrumentalised qua consolation; that is, as a kind of cognitive pit stop in the exhausting 
hubbub of categorisation and commerce. It is in part for this reason, he argues, that modernist art 
moves from a concern with the beautiful or harmonious to a fascination with the ugly, the dissonant. 
It is, he argues in a typical example of his dialectical style, “for the sake of the beautiful that there is 
no longer beauty: because it is no longer beautiful” (Adorno, op. cit., p.69). 
144 Ibid., p.37. 
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negating, transform convention while, ironically, at the same time reestablishing it) in 

order to secure their autonomy. In a sense, modernist art is thus constitutively outside 

of or beyond itself: the authentic work of art, in the event of cognitive experience, is 

what art, categorically, is not; art that is ‘merely’ art is not art; art that is art is art that 

aspires to the condition of non-art, perhaps even anti-art, the antithesis of ‘mere art’. 

To the extent that it realises its autonomy, to the extent that it constitutes itself as 

something both “unique and nonsubstitutible” and “internally complex in normatively 

compelling ways”,145 the artwork thus becomes critical: “By crystallising itself as 

something unique to itself, rather than complying with existing social norms and 

qualifying as ‘socially useful’, it criticises society by merely existing,” Adorno writes. 

“There is nothing pure, nothing structured strictly according to its own immanent law, 

that does not implicitly criticise the debasement of a situation evolving in the 

direction of a total exchange society in which everything is heteronomously defined. 

Art’s sociality is the determinate negation of a determinate society.”146 

The critical opposition of art to bourgeois rationality in Adorno’s account 

might be taken to suggest that the two are at root entirely separate. Certainly, the 

uselessness of art and the restless history of its innovations, when compared to the 

utility and putative historical progress offered by its rational ‘other’, have often been 

taken to suggest its fundamental irrationality. But art, on Adorno’s view, is not 

irrational. Indeed, since the rationalisation of bourgeois society gives rise to 

autonomous art, such art cannot help but be “entwined with rationalisation”.147  

This entwinement can be demonstrated in a number of ways. For one, the 

history of innovation in art arguably mirrors the processual rationalisation carried out 

by enlightenment—the gradual ascent to less conditioned universals discussed 

above—in its processes of gradual “aesthetic abstraction”.148 For another, in the same 

way that modern rationality, as described above, is covertly a mimesis of disenchanted 

nature, Adorno claims that “art is modern art through mimesis of the hardened and 

alienated”.149 Perhaps most importantly for our purposes here, however, Adorno 

145 Bernstein, ‘The dead speaking of stones and stars’, p.147. 
146 Adorno, op. cit., pp.225-226. 
147 Ibid., p.70. 
148 Ibid., p.28. 
149 Ibid. One might think here of the ‘coldness’ of modernism—the disfiguring operations of cubism, 
say—or perhaps the ‘coolness’ associated with the ironic affect of postmodernism. “Coldness,” writes 
Bernstein, “is the material inscription of logical indifference; coldness is the mood, the Stimmung, of 
identity thinking in its exploded bourgeois form.” (Bernstein, Adorno: Disenchantment and Ethics, 
p.402) 
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suggests that means-ends thinking “is the source of all of art’s means and methods of 

production”,150 from the notions of the experiment and of empirical observation, 

adapted from the natural sciences, to the technical skill required to manipulate 

materials, related to the sphere of production. The making of a work of art, that is to 

say, is as much an act of cognitive and practical forming, as much an act of planning 

and a matter of the manipulation of materials (paints on a canvas, marks on a page, 

sounds sung into the air by bodies placed in particular postures on a stage), as the 

production of any commodity. An artwork’s apparent irrationality—its wasteful 

uselessness—is in fact, for Adorno, not something over and above, or apart from, 

instrumental rationality; instead, it is such rationality turned against itself, enlisted in 

immanent critique. 

As stated above, a paradigmatic movement of modernist artistic production is 

the organisation of materials into meaningful yet irreducibly particular configurations. 

Unlike in the application of such instrumental comportment in the wider sphere of 

bourgeois knowledge and production, such organisation manifestly depends upon the 

singular comportment of aesthetic encounter. It thus demonstrates the “survival of 

mimesis,” which Adorno describes as “the nonconceptual affinity of the subjectively 

produced with its unposited other”.151 As I noted above, the repression of mimesis as 

the foundation of its knowledge is, for Adorno, a key feature of Enlightenment 

reason’s understanding of itself qua independent, and so it is precisely this mimetic 

relation that, while disqualifying for mainstream philosophy, for Adorno “defines art 

as a form of knowledge and to that extent as ‘rational’”.152 Art completes knowledge 

with what is excluded from knowledge,” he writes, “and thereby once again impairs 

its character as knowledge, its univocity.”153 In other words, insofar as such particular 

knowledge reveals a rationality beyond its usual constitution in the instrumental, 

modernist art indicates that such dominant rationality—absent self-consciousness of 

its dominative, abstracted character, and thus absent awareness of the suffering it 

causes—is only a fragment, a shard, of reason. The processes of social change 

informed by such rationality are subject to the same fragmentation and so subject to 

the same critique: “Rationalisation,” writes Adorno, “is not yet rational”.154 It is thus 

150 Ibid., p.70. 
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“[a]long the trajectory of its rationality and through it, [that] humanity becomes 

aware in art of what rationality has erased from memory and of what its second 

reflection serves to remind us.”155 

Adorno’s account thus speaks emphatically against a major desideratum of 

contemporary literary culture: that the relationship of the artwork to truth is one of 

subjective expression. On the contrary, in order to successfully posit its ‘unposited’ 

other, the successful modernist artwork requires an intentional relinquishment of 

subjective intention; rationality aimed at the defeat of rationality, in other words, is 

the subjective power of domination aimed at the defeat of just such domination. “The 

more perfect the artwork,” writes Adorno, “the more it forsakes intentions.”156 It is, 

then, the approach toward its perfection of the artwork, seen as coextensive with its 

divergence from its composer’s subjective intention and adherence to an objective 

logic, that can be understood as coextensive with its expression of truth.  

Indeed, for Adorno, the performative assaying of the particular that expresses 

the artwork’s own objective logic amounts to a kind of speech act, a kind of objective 

statement. Any such statement, however, must be understood in strictly non-

discursive terms: “[i]f the artwork actually said what it says in a transparent cognitive 

proposition, shorn of the meditations and aberrations of its imaginative flourishes and 

its singular expression of beauty and form, then it would cease to be an artwork”.157 

Indeed, “[t]he more that art is thoroughly organised as an object by the subject and 

divested of the subject’s intentions, the more articulately does it speak according to 

the model of a nonconceptual, nonrigidified significative language”,158 that is, “a 

language whose words cannot be located on the spectrum; a language whose words 

are not imprisoned by a prestabilised universality”.159 In this “nondiscursive 

language”, the artwork aims to form “a syllogism without concept or judgment”.160 It 

aims to “an expression that would not be interpolated human intention”.161 “With 

human means,” Adorno writes, “art wants to realise the language of what is not 

human.”162 
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Here, however, we arrive at an ambiguity at the heart of Adorno’s argument. 

For art’s autonomy, on Adorno’s account, has a double character. As I have already 

explained, the historical moment in which art becomes autonomous, in which it 

becomes art as such, is also the point at which it is cognitively nullified by the modes 

of knowledge against which it rebels. In the moment of aesthetic encounter, art’s 

silence may speak, but it remains a silence within the world established and policed 

by identity thinking. Whatever art knows, such that it can assay that knowledge—or 

comes to know by so assaying—counts for nothing within the schemata of dominant 

modes of knowing. Indeed, the very status that allows the artwork to say what it says, 

to do what it does, is at the same time a kind of exile. In the strict sense, by placing 

itself beyond the edges of discursive knowledge, beyond the sphere of use, the 

artwork renders itself meaningless, cognitively void.  

Furthermore, looking at the same point from another angle, it appears that, in 

exchange for its ability to speak, art offers its silence. That is, art arguably betrays the 

very redemption from which it ideally borrows its perspective: artworks, from the 

point of view of practice, do nothing, accomplish nothing, and so can be said to bring 

about no concrete changes in the social order. On the contrary, not only does the 

artwork depend, to a significant degree (as we have seen), on the interpretive norms 

available to the extra-aesthetic status quo; it furthermore partakes of the very modes 

of dominative rationality against which it protests. The subsumption of materials 

under an idea, a plan, a form, is, as argued above, art’s modus operandi. Insofar as 

this is the case, the artwork is at no point exempt from the charge of violence, or 

cruelty, that it levels at instrumental rationality. Nor does this cruelty occasion any 

less suffering. Art is complicit all the way down.  

Whatever sense of justice artworks seem to offer, whatever point of 

redemption they seem to project toward and speak back to us from, whatever 

transcendence they accomplish, whatever renunciation of domination or surrender of 

mastery, whatever harmony or reconciliation they seem to effect, is in fact illusory, 

mere semblance. Artworks cannot—except fictionally (that is, as if they were doing 

it)—surmount the rationality, or surpass the techniques of manipulation, through 

which they come to be. Where alterity is concerned, there can be no ‘real’ access to 

the ‘thing itself’, no genuine access to what lies ‘outside’ the inside of our historical 

moment and form of consciousness. The extinguishing of the subject in the object is at 

no point anything but a subjective act, the divestment of intention always intended, 
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the nonhuman always a thought figure of the human.  

In closing this discussion of the rational agency of the modernist artwork, 

however, I must note a final dialectical twist in Adorno’s account. This twist explains 

the ambivalence of modernist works to their own processes of illusion-making. While, 

as stated above, artworks provide merely the semblance of alterity, Adorno suggests 

that “in the semblance of what is other, its possibility also unfolds”.163 Where the 

artwork “acquiesces” to its status as mere semblance and “posits itself blindly as 

sorcery”, writes Adorno, “it degrades itself to an act of illusion in opposition to its own 

claim to truth and undermines itself with a vengeance”.164 If, on the other hand, it is 

to hold fast to the possibility of truth in its semblance, the logic of the artwork 

demands that it inflict upon itself an enlightening gesture of disenchantment. The 

manifestly mimetic nature of aesthetic encounter, as we have seen, is the 

fountainhead of the truth that the artwork levels against “a rationality that has 

become absolute”.165 Yet this foundation in tabooed mimesis is also what, from the 

point of view of such rationality, discounts the artwork’s claim to truth. The basis for 

this taboo is the claim that mimesis is a vestige of magic: a mode of the enchantment 

that the Enlightenment, qua disenchantment, sought to eliminate. The “renunciation 

of any claim to truth by the preserved magical element” thus “marks out the terrain of 

aesthetic semblance and aesthetic truth”.166 This enchanted renunciation “is itself part 

of enlightenment”,167 and so, while its semblance is the means by which it 

“disenchants the disenchanted world” of an enlightenment reverting to myth, it can 

carry out its own enlightening gesture only by disenchanting itself in turn. Ironically, 

then, the modernist work, in order to avoid undermining its claim to truth, must 

undermine the basis of its claim to truth, perforating its own illusions and thus 

refusing to maintain its own magical and therefore illusory status. 

For Adorno, this gesture is manifest in the work’s moments of dissonance. The 

fact that “the illusory quality of artworks is condensed in their claim to wholeness”168 

thus accounts for the many and various instances in modernism of works’ refusal of 

closure and integration or completeness, of their un-doing and un-making themselves 

163 Ibid., p.23.  
164 Ibid., p.75. 
165 Ibid. 
166 Ibid. 
167 Ibid. 
168 Ibid., p.134. 
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and so foregrounding their own doings and madeness. “They give the lie to the claim 

to closure,” Adorno writes, “by disavowing the objectivity they produce.”169 “Through 

the irreconcilable renunciation of the semblance of reconciliation,” he tells us, “art 

holds fast to the promise of reconciliation in the midst of the unreconciled.”170 

Constitutive of the successful modernist artwork, then, is an ambiguous movement of 

double failure: first, a failure to be something other than semblance; second, a failure 

to be semblance. From this double failure emerges the modernist artwork’s ambiguous 

claim to truth, to the truth about truth. This truth results, as we have seen, from a 

process—internal to the process of composition—of thought. 

 

 

Literature Beyond Philosophy 
 

  A book about nothing 

 
In Writing Degree Zero, Roland Barthes characterises the historic transition from the 

writing of Honoré de Balzac to that of Flaubert as one of epochal significance. For 

Barthes, Flaubert is not merely a writer who follows after Balzac chronologically, 

offering incremental innovations. Instead, Flaubert vaults into an entirely different 

epistemic space, altering the field of writing at its deepest levels, such that chronology 

is ‘reversed’: Balzac now comes after Flaubert, insofar as the latter casts in a radically 

new light (say, enlightens) the assumptions underlying the project and corresponding 

worldview of the former. More specifically, Barthes describes this epochal shift as one 

out of the classical mode of writing and into to the modern (or modernist). 

For my purposes here, two connected features of Barthes’ characterisation of 

this transition are especially salient. Firstly, in dialectical terms, modernist writing 

supplants classical writing in Flaubert just as the positive, dogmatic moment of the 

Enlightenment supplants its negative, critical moment; modernist consciousness is 

then positioned over against classical consciousness insofar as the latter carries on 

within the positivist culture of the Enlightenment. For Barthes, Flaubert’s work thus 

represents the original modernist break with enlightened reason’s dominant self-

169 Ibid., p.75. 
170 Ibid. 



 88 

understanding, the movement that Flaubert’s literary inheritors will repeatedly 

recapitulate.171 Secondly, where classical writers up to Balzac understood their work 

to be continuous with Enlightenment reason at the level of communicative means, 

modern writers attempt to take up a critical attitude to such means from an 

ambiguous position ‘outside’ such reason. Their opposition is enacted, not through the 

means of rational argumentation, but instead those of autonomous literary art. Taken 

together, I submit, these features of modernist writing amount to a critique of 

Enlightenment reason, especially of its epistemic comportment under classical realism. 

They also amount, by extension, to a critique of modes of naturalism that literary 

realism borrows from Enlightenment representationalism.172 

The order of classical writing is defined, for Barthes, by the belief that its 

language is “transparent”.173 This lack of self-consciousness—“[c]lassical art could 

have no sense of being a language”—conditioned its belief in the remainderless fit of 

representation to represented: if classical language “flowed and left no deposit”, it 

was because, to classical eyes, the world and the subjective consciousness of that 

171 Barthes, Writing Degree Zero, pp.64-66. Barthes traces Flaubert’s inheritance as far as Mallarmé. 
That Barthes posits the failed European revolutions of 1848 (p.38) as the tipping point for writerly 
consciousness risks making the political or political-economic seem the most important determining 
factor. This is consonant with his qualified Marxism. One might argue, however, that such events 
need to be understood as related to a deeper shift, a more fundamental and widespread change, that 
takes place in the self-perception of bourgeois life in the nineteenth century: Michel Foucault, in The 
Order of Things: Archaeology of the Human Sciences, London: Routledge Classics, 2002—the French 
title for which, we might recall, is Les mots et les choses, words and things—points out that similar 
shifts in consciousness took place within the discourses of numerous disciplines. This shift involved 
questioning of the adequacy, not of one or another particular representation, but of the overarching 
mode of representation itself. More recently, Steiner has claimed that the nineteenth century shift 
was one out of a millennia-long order of Logos, characterised even in its skeptical moments by a 
faith in the word’s correspondence to the world, and into the time of the “after-Word” (Steiner, G., 
Real Presences, London: Faber & Faber, 2010, p.107). He sees the change as having taken place 
between roughly 1870 and 1915. Further, he sees the shift as being inextricably bound up with that 
period’s challenge to theology. In Steiner’s view, Mallarmé’s famous assertion that the word ‘rose’ 
means the absence of all flowers (ibid., p.94) represents not only a radically new form of sceptical 
nominalism, predicated on a view of language as utterly and inescapably self-enclosed, but also an 
outright denial of the possibility of any such presence as had underwritten the bygone epistemic 
order: language is a system, on this view, in which the presence of meaning, the meaningful 
presence, is infinitely deferred, with words referring only and ever to other words, and furthermore 
made up of graphic components that themselves only ever refer us to other graphic components. 
(Ibid., p.110) I return to Steiner’s comments in ‘Truth and Fiction’ below. Of a piece with such views 
and predating them is, as we shall see, Flaubert’s insistence on the labour of writing, of writing as 
produced and so meaning as made. Conditioning this view of writing, however, or emerging within 
it, is the altered consciousness sketched out by Barthes. 
172 See Thiher, A., Fiction Rivals Science: The French Novel from Balzac to Proust, Missouri: University 
of Missouri Press, 2001. Consult especially his ‘Introduction to Literature’s Encounter with Science’ 
(pp.1-36) and first chapter ‘Balzac and the Unity of Knowledge’ (pp.37-80)—discussed further 
below. An assessment of Balzac’s work that in some ways complicates this picture can be found in 
Adorno, T.W., ‘Reading Balzac’, Notes to Literature: Volume 1, pp.121-136. 
173 Barthes, op. cit., p.3. 
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world were one.174 Modern writing, by contrast, is underpinned by a consciousness of 

“the disintegration”175 of this classical order. The difference between the worldview of 

a Balzac and that of a Flaubert, on this view, is that the latter possesses a “tragic 

awareness”176 that “the universal escapes” 177 bourgeois consciousness. With and after 

Flaubert, Barthes claims, the writer “falls prey to ambiguity, since his consciousness 

no longer accounts for the whole of his condition”.178  

For Barthes, then, as for Adorno, constitutive of modernist consciousness is 

the perception of the Enlightenment order as a false totality. This consciousness takes 

shape as “the problematics of language”.179 Barthes goes on to elaborate a number of 

other features of modernist literature that are consonant with Adorno’s views on the 

matter, in particular relating to its constitution as an implicitly epistemic activity, 

namely the “search for a literature which is no longer possible”,180 in which he allots a 

crucial role to technical innovation and immanent critique. Running throughout 

Barthes’ account, however, is the claim that the emergence of modernist literature 

through the decoupling of language from its representational function (which, I 

suggest, we consider the moment of its constitution as an autonomous and/because 

cognitively null practice within the classical order of Enlightenment reason) and the 

‘problematic’ character of language that results is inextricably bound up with the 

emergence of self-conscious literary style. Indeed, within this problematic, pure style 

becomes the telos of literary composition. 

Of course, Barthes is not the first critic to suggest that Flaubert’s major 

contribution to modern literature consists in his revolutionary focus on style.181 The 

174 Ibid. 
175 Ibid. 
176 Ibid. 
177 Ibid., p.60. 
178 Ibid. 
179 Ibid., p.3. 
180 Ibid., p.38. 
181 James Wood, who also locates Flaubert’s significance largely in his emphasis on style, says 
novelists “should thank Flaubert the way poets thank spring”, that there “really is a time before 
Flaubert and a time after him” (Wood, J., How Fiction Works, London: Jonathan Cape, 2008, p.29). 
In For a New Novel: Essays on Fiction, trans. R. Howard, Illinois: Northwestern University Press, 
1992, Alain Robbe-Grillet, who like Barthes sees 1848 as a significant moment in the shift toward a 
rightful preoccupation among novelists with style (p.44), intimates that the break occurs between 
Balzac and Flaubert (see p.136). Of the significance of style, he writes: “There are not, for a writer, 
two possible ways to write the same book. When he thinks of a future novel, it is always a way of 
writing which first of all occupies his mind, and demands his hand. He has in mind certain rhythms 
of sentences, certain achitectures, a vocabulary, certain grammatical constructions, exactly as a 
painter has in mind certain lines and colours. What will happen in the book comes afterward, as 
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author himself encourages this interpretation in a number of his remarks, as for 

example in the much-quoted letter to his mistress Louise Colet, in which he fantasises 

over “a book about nothing….which would be held together by the internal strength 

of its style”.182 For many critics, this concern with style marks the introduction of 

poetry into the prosaic structure of the novel. Again, Flaubert offers support for such a 

view (and elaborates on it with the addition of an important adjective) in his 

correspondence: writing to Colet in 1852, he insists that “[a] good prose sentence 

should be like a good line of poetry—unchangeable”.183 This is an ambition that 

Michael Fried, in Flaubert’s Gueuloir, finds realised so emphatically in Madame Bovary 

that the work, he suggests, becomes impossible to translate: 

 

Madame Bovary only exists as itself in French. English translations…fail to 
convey the least hint of the fine texture of the writing…on the level not of 
paragraphs or sentences or memorable phrases but rather of individual words, 
even of individual phonemes, even, indeed, of individual letters.184 

 

To understand the significance of such observations on Flaubert’s style, we 

need to situate them within a broader meditation on the materiality of language and 

the objectivity of the literary text. The unprecedented degree to which Flaubert’s style 

brings these factors to the foreground in his work amounts to a reversal of the polarity 

of traditional novelistic writing. Jonathan Culler argues in Flaubert: The Uses of 

Uncertainty, that Flaubert strives as no one before him “to make the text a written 

object and not the physical manifestation of a communicative act”.185 Expressing a 

comparable view, Jean Ricardou suggests in his essay ‘The Production of Meaning in 

Flaubert’ that Madame Bovary is an attempt at “the putting in question of the novel by 

though secreted by the style itself. […] [I]t suffices to change the arrangement of words, in Madame 
Bovary, for there to be nothing left of Flaubert.” (p.44) 
182 Flaubert, G., The Letters of Gustave Flaubert, 1830–1857, trans. F. Steegemuller, Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1980, p.154. 
183 Flaubert, G., The Letters of Gustave Flaubert: Volumes I & II, 1830-1880, London: Picador, 1980, 
p.228. Less often quoted in the line directly before this one: “What a bitch of a thing prose is! It is 
never finished, there is always something to be done over.” (Ibid.) Flaubert sometimes required “two 
days to finish two sentences” (Winock, M., Flaubert, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2016, 
p.142). 
184 Fried, M., Flaubert’s Gueuloir, New Haven: Yale University Press, 2013, p.1. One might recall here 
Adorno’s approving reference, in his essay ‘The Artist as Deputy’, to Stefan George’s claim that “the 
task of a translation of lyric poetry is not to introduce a foreign writer but to erect a monument to 
him in one’s own language” (Adorno, T.W., Notes to Literature, Volume 1, trans. S.W. Nicholsen, New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1991, p.98). 
185 Culler, J., Flaubert: The Uses of Uncertainty, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985, p.xiv. 
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its words”; indeed that it constitutes “a war between the novel and its words”.186 This 

style-driven movement away from the communicative function of the text and toward 

an emphasis on the text’s materiality supports Barthes’ claims about Flaubert as a 

premier instantiation of modernism. That this movement toward a reference-

exceeding textual objectivity, especially in Madame Bovary, is one toward an 

‘unchangeable’ (i.e. necessary) specificity of the literary object, one in which it refuses 

the generalisation upon which translation depends—and indeed, as Culler puts it, 

“attempt[s] to escape from the circuit of communication”187 altogether—makes it a 

case study for our earlier discussion of Adorno’s account of the relation between 

particular and general. In attempting “to ensure that the novel was truly written”, in 

seeking to render it “an aesthetic object rather than a communicative act”, Culler 

suggests that Flaubert sought specifically to make of it “what Kant called a purposive 

whole without purpose,” resistant to being “assimilated as a message”.188 

We find further support for this view of Flaubert’s stylistic ambition when we 

examine the process of composition through which such particularity was pursued. To 

the extent that Flaubert “finally [establishes] Literature as an object,” writes Barthes, 

it is “through promoting literary labour to the status of a value”.189 As a corollary to 

the historic emergence of literary form as “the end-product of craftsmanship, like a 

piece of pottery or a jewel”190 we receive the image of  “the writer as a craftsman who 

shuts himself away in some legendary place, like a workman operating at home, and 

who roughs out, cuts, polishes and sets his form exactly as a jeweller extracts art from 

his material, devoting to his work regular hours of solitary effort”.191 Barthes sees this 

idea descending from “Flaubert (grinding away at his sentences at Croisset)” down 

through the French tradition to “Valéry (in his room at the crack of dawn) or Gide 

(standing at his desk like a carpenter at a bench)” and beyond.192  

Such a notion of literary labour may be seen as far more broadly generalised 

in modernism, soon becoming the sine qua non of literary writing as such. As Culler 

puts it: 

 

186 Ricardou cited in Fried, op. cit., p.16. 
187 Culler, op. cit., p.xiii. 
188 Ibid. 
189 Barthes, op. cit., p.4. 
190 Ibid. 
191 Ibid., p.63. 
192 Ibid. 



 92 

The sprezzatura of the aristocrat who dashed off a sonnet in a spare moment 
had already been displaced as an ideal; now one could no longer play the 
inspired Romantic bard swiftly transcribing a moment’s illumination. And of 
course to be as enormously productive as a Balzac, planning to turn out a 
novel a month, would be to give up any artistic pretensions whatsoever.193 

 

Indeed, after Flaubert, writes Culler:  

 

The struggling author can interpret the conjunction of a compulsion to write 
and an inability to compose as proof of his vocation. It is precisely at the 
moment when one finds it impossible to write anything that one enters the 
artistic condition.194 

 

If we follow Adorno in construing the achievement of the singularity of the 

literary work of art, along with the resultant singularity of its experience, as the 

outcome of a mimetic comportment set up over and against the generalising 

instrumentalism of Enlightenment reason, then we can discern in these descriptions of 

agonised literary composition the crafting of thought. Taken thus, these descriptions 

further emphasise and enrich the distinction Barthes draws between classical and the 

modernist writing. To the extent that modernist writing, on this view, counts 

language as the dense and opaque medium of such thought, thought can only be 

performed through its painstaking extraction from the materials of language—

“exactly as a jeweller extracts art from his material”.195 This in turn suggests that such 

thought cannot ever be the imposition of a form extant prior to the process of writing. 

“[O]ne must stress,” writies Culler, “that Flaubert’s posture was not that of the 

classical craftsman who knew how to construct a verse or a period and whose mastery 

of an art made his task one of finite progress towards definable ends.”196 By contrast 

to such a classical comportment, and by definition, the modernist can have no general 

model for the realisation of the particular in advance. Indeed, the very difficulty of 

thinking through writing, construed as the pursuit of the particular through 

innovative subjective forming (rather than the reiterative imposition of the general, as 

in, say, the established or received form of the novel), lies in attending responsively, 

193 Culler, op. cit., p.x. 
194 Ibid. 
195 Barthes, op. cit., p.63. 
196 Culler, op. cit., p.x. 
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moment by moment, to the way language resists the very thought it potentiates.197  

We might add here that in this process of thinking, writing becomes 

dependent upon a subtly different, more self-conscious style of reading. In so doing, it 

rebuffs a commonplace whereby the aim of literary reading is escapist immersion in a 

realistic but unreal world. Madame Bovary, suggests Fried: 

 

calls for and rewards a new sort of readerly participation in the inward 
‘activation’ (I do not quite wish to say ‘production’) of the text, less a 
condition of total absorption or immersion (of self-forgetting) than one in 
which several different modes of awareness are present simultaneously to the 
reader’s mind (and ear, and eye).198 

 

Indeed, Fried claims that the chief aesthetic draw and literary breakthrough of 

Madame Bovary (albeit, once again, felt fully only in French) lies in Flaubert’s 

“capacity to continuously—which is to say sentence after sentence, paragraph after 

paragraph (the basic unit of Flaubert’s prose)—provide further compelling instances 

of its own special mode of literariness”.199 

Another commonplace that may be rejected through this reflection on the 

significance of Flaubert’s style, and by extension on the nature of modernist literary 

composition in general, is the association of the particularity of style with subjective 

expression. On this view, the vanquished authority of traditional forms confronted by 

the modern writer leaves only the self, the individual identity, as the orientating 

principle for literary form. On an Adornoian view, just the opposite is the case: unlike 

the so-called “creative subject” who “through vain exuberance bewitches the artwork 

into a document of its maker and thus diminishes it”,200 the modernist writer aims, via 

the axial turn of aesthetic comportment, at a bringing to expression of the object—an 

expression specifically potentiated, as discussed earlier, by the extinguishing of 

subjective intention and thereby the subversion of identity thinking through which 

reified notions of the self and its world gain their stranglehold. Perhaps this is why 

Flaubert hopes to excise all evidence of ‘himself’ from the text of Madame Bovary: 

 

197 In this process of thinking, meanwhile, writing becomes a form of reading: an active responding 
to its own unfolding. I will return to this thought several times in the course of this dissertation. 
198 Fried, op. cit., p.32. 
199 Ibid. 
200 Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, p.223. 
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I put [into the text] none of my own feelings and nothing from my own life. 
The illusion (if there is one) comes, on the contrary, from the impersonality of 
the work. It is a principle of mine that one must not write oneself [s’écrire].”201 

 

Notoriously, Flaubert employs one specific method thus to extirpate himself 

from his text: what he refers to as le gueuloir: often taking his composition to some 

public place, he would commence “reading sentence after sentence at the top of his 

voice, until his lungs ached”.202 The test thus conducted was twofold. First and 

foremost, le gueuloir tested whether the prose was sufficiently “divorced from the 

expression of any merely contingent feature of the writer’s life and opinions”.203 

Included in the pursuit of this impersonal “ideal of stylistic perfection”204 was the 

purgation of patterns of repetition, of authorial habit and tic. If the text that emerges 

from this exercise in self-control remains, as Fried claims, peppered with “an 

extraordinary range and variety of linguistic and proto-linguistic effects categorisable, 

more or less, with the aid of terms like assonance, consonance, alliteration, rhymes, 

off-rhymes, resemblances between words and names, repetitions and near-repetitions 

of all sorts, and so on”, then “some significant portion” of this “is attributable, it 

would seem, to something other than authorial control”.205   

 Second, le gueuloir tested the degree to which the rhythm of the prose 

harmonised with what Flaubert calls “the conditions of life”.206 Thus he writes: “Badly 

written sentences do not survive that test: they constrict the chest, impede the beating 

of the heart, and thus place themselves outside the conditions of life.”207 This 

invocation of the “conditions of life” is highly suggestive for an Adornoian reading. 

Notwithstanding questions about the specific conception of life at work here, it is 

tempting to see this comment as establishing Flaubert’s writing process—its self-

sacrificial (and, in Fried’s description, almost self-flagellating) investment of labour 

directed at the achievement of impersonality, where this impersonality might be seen 

as a function of “following the inner-exigencies of the materials”208—or, more 

explicitly still, as an opposing movement to what Adorno refers to as a mimesis unto 

201 Flaubert cited in Fried, op. cit., p.52. 
202 Ibid., p.2. 
203 Ibid. 
204 Ibid., p.55. 
205 Ibid. 
206 Flaubert cited in ibid., p.11. 
207 Flaubert cited in ibid. 
208 Adorno, op. cit., p.207. 



 95 

death.  

It is the more remarkable, in this context, that Barthes inscribes the reified 

form of the realistic novel within a metaphorics of life and death comparable to that 

employed, as Bernstein observes, by Adorno, whereby the same association holds of 

death with formal determination-in-advance. “The Novel is a Death,” Barthes writes at 

one point. “[I]t transforms life into destiny, a memory into a useful act, duration into 

an orientated and meaningful time.”209 Barthes sees the immanent critique of writing 

begun in Flaubert’s modernism as animated by an ambition for the death of such 

literature, indeed its “murder”.210 In a dialectical turn, modernist writing is to murder 

literature for its own sake, for the sake of its truth: in Barthes’s eyes, after 1848 

literature must be done away with, like the classical consciousness with which it is 

complicit. If, as Adorno claims, “[a]rtworks win life only when they renounce likeness 

to the human”,211 then in cleaving to what “can’t be determined in advance”, le 

gueuloir, with its graceless pathos, might be seen as bodying forth an alternative 

mimetic rationality. 

If we accept this possibility, then there is an irony present in the observation 

by some critics of a flat, steady quality in Flaubert’s writing. Proust, for example, notes 

“a certain heaviness-cum-mechanicalness in Flaubert’s style”, comparing it to a 

“moving pavement [Trottoir roulant]”.212 Such machinic analogies suggest a deep 

similarity between the impersonality of Flaubert’s style and that of the scientistic 

modernity by opposition to which I have claimed it is animated. Yet, on an Adornoian 

reading, it could hardly be otherwise. As we saw in the previous section, for Adorno it 

is “[w]ith human means [that] art wants to realise the language of what is not 

human”.213 We might thus view the moving pavement of Flaubert’s prose in terms of 

what Adorno calls “paratactical logicality”214: an aesthetic logic that both “consists in 

the equilibrium of what it coordinates”215 and “tends toward processes in which 

everything that occurs is equidistant to the midpoint”.216 Flaubert himself described 

his view of art as paradoxically involving “discordant harmony”, a “harmony of 

209 Barthes, op. cit., p.39. 
210 Ibid., p.5. 
211 Adorno, op. cit., p.221. 
212 Proust cited in Fried, op. cit, p.60. 
213 Adorno, op. cit., p.100. 
214 Ibid., p.206. 
215 Ibid. 
216 Ibid., p.200. 
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disparate things”.217 Considered in terms of cognitive subsumption, there is a 

similarity, on this view, between the execution of such a harmonising aesthetic logic 

and the identity thinking of bourgeois rationality as manifest, for example, in the 

generalising forms deployed by scientific cognition, in the formal individuality insisted 

on by liberalism, or in the mediations in exchange value of capitalism. All, qua 

instrumentalist, partake of the same cruelty: “[A]rt’s own gesture is cruel,” Adorno 

reminds us. “In aesthetic forms, cruelty becomes imagination: Something is excised 

from the living, from the body of language, from tones, from visual experience. The 

purer the form and the higher the autonomy of the works, the more cruel they are.”218  

Yet this autonomy is also what allows for the transfiguration of the artwork’s 

cruel logicality. “To write in order to convey something to a group of readers is one 

thing,” Culler tells us. 219 He goes on: 

 

to write for the sake of writing…is very much another, and Flaubert realised 
too clearly—too clearly, that is, for his own peace of mind—its fundamental 
absurdity. Filling pages with words, for its own sake, is the very form of 
stupidity, the most comic and gratuitous of exercises.” 220 
 

It is arguably by turning the means against instrumental reason against it, by risking 

stupidity to win autonomy, and in so doing by failing, that Flaubert’s modernism 

succeeds. 

 

 

  “I’m with stupide”221 

 

Arguably, the modernist tendency toward aesthetic abstraction outlined above 

encounters significant challenges more obviously in literature than in other art forms. 

217 Flaubert cited in Finch, A., ‘The stylistic achievements of Flaubert’s fiction’, Cambridge Companion 
to Flaubert, ed. T. Unwin, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004, p.150. 
218 Adorno, op. cit., p.50. 
219 Culler, op. cit., p.xiv. 
220 Ibid., p.xiv. For discussions of the place of stupidity in Flaubert’s writing practice, see Ronell, A., 
Stupidity, Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2002, pp.11-15. See also Hill, L., ‘Flaubert and the 
Rhetoric of Stupidity’, Critical Inquiry, no. 3, 1976, pp.333-344.   
221 I have pinched this title from Christopher Hitchens’s review essay on Bouvard and Pécuchet: see 
Hitchens, C., ‘I’m with Stupide’, The New York Times, January 22, 2006, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/01/22/books/review/im-with-stupide.html, last viewed January 25, 
2018. 
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In his writings on literature, Adorno frequently indicates an awareness of that 

limitation. In his essay ‘Presuppositions’, for example, he describes it specifically in 

terms complimentary to the argument I have been shaping here: literature’s 

abstraction is hamstrung, he writes there, by “the double nature of language, as a 

means of discursive signification—of communication first and foremost—on the one 

hand and as expression on the other”.222 Literary expressionists, Adorno claims, by 

rejecting the former and cleaving relentlessly to the latter—that is, by attempting to 

use language “the way colours or tone relationships are used in painting or music”—

have “tried to jump over their own shadows”.223 The expressionist assertion of “the 

unqualified primacy of expression over sign in language”,224 as an attempt to obey “its 

own impulse in pure form”, is an attempt to “shake off its conceptual element”—

“[h]ence Mallarmé’s celebrated retort to the great painter Degas when the latter told 

him he had some good ideas for sonnets: But poems are made of words, not ideas”.225  

This attempt, Adorno suggests, stems from a sense that “concepts as such have 

something hostile to art about them; they represent the unity as sign of what they 

subsume, which belongs to empirical reality and is not subject to the spell of the 

work”.226 Though clearly indicative, in terms of the preceding discussions of this 

chapter, of the essential artistic trajectory of modernism, the goal of total a remove 

from the empirical qua functional-conceptual context, Adorno suggests, is an 

impossible one: 

 

[E]verything linguistic, even in its most extreme reduction to expressive 

values, bears the traces of the conceptual… Even a stammered sound, if it is a 

word and not a mere tone, retains its conceptual range, and certainly the 

internal coherence of any work, without which it could not be organised as an 

artistic unity, cannot dispense with the conceptual element.227 

  

To say that literature cannot dispense with its conceptual element is to 

acknowledge a dialectical dependency within the literary of the expressive upon the 

222 Adorno, T.W., Notes to Literature, Volume 2, trans. Shierry Weber Nicholsen, New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1992, p.98. 
223 Ibid. 
224 Ibid. 
225 Ibid., p.99. 
226 Ibid., p.98. 
227 Ibid., pp.98-99. 
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significative: where literature cannot do without language, “language cannot do 

without concepts”.228 The contradiction registered in this “ineradicable residue of 

stark, objectively dictated unequivocalness”,229 Adorno suggests at one point, makes 

problematic the very phrase “Sprachkunstwerk, linguistic work of art”: “sensitive ears,” 

he notes, “will not fail to note something slightly awkward in it”.230 It is the task of 

literature, then—“even the most authentic works” of which necessarily demonstrate “a 

preartistic, somewhat informational quality”—to “[grope] its way toward making 

peace with the conceptual moment without expressionistic quixoticness but also 

without surrendering to that moment”.231 Indeed, “great literature”, Adorno suggests, 

“owes its greatness precisely to its tension with what is heterogeneous to it. It 

becomes a work of art through the friction between it and the extra-artistic; it 

transcends that, and itself, by respecting it”.232 “But this tension,” he goes on to add, 

“and the task of enduring it, becomes thematic through the relentless reflection of 

history.”233 Adorno suggests that this movement toward thematic reflection of 

literature upon that against which it rebels but to which it is inextricably bound—a 

reflection on its own situation, born of the way that this situation both engenders and 

obstructs the artwork’s ability to follow its own internal logic—“converge[s] with the 

social criticism to which language tends to cede the work of art”.234 In other words, at 

the same time as it strives to secure an impossible moment of autonomous expression 

beyond the discursive, the authentic literary work moves toward an ambivalent 

discursive reflection upon the society from which the impossible demand for such 

expression, and thus its own ambiguity, emerges. 

It is worth reiterating that this debate concerning the relationship between the 

conceptual and aesthetic dimensions of literature, and in turn about its rightful 

‘aboutness’, appears to be specific to the epistemic context of modernism. As discussed 

in the previous section, the classical understanding of language that obtained for 

Balzac, for the Enlightenment, afforded a sense of literature as essentially continuous 

with other epistemic discourses. “In the Enlightenment,” writes Thiher, “the line of 

228 Ibid., p.99. 
229 Ibid. 
230 Ibid. 
231 Ibid. 
232 Ibid. 
233 Ibid. 
234 Ibid. As we shall see later in this dissertation, this is a challenge confronted explicitly and in an 
exemplary fashion by the form of the essay, wherein the artistic and the scientific, the creative and 
the critical, shade into one another. 
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demarcation between literary writing and science was not entirely clear, and the same 

philosophe who in one moment was a creative polemist or an erotic novelist, might in 

the next moment be writing an epistemic discourse in the form of a treatise, a 

dialogue, or even a novel.”235 Although this period is famous its polymaths—Voltaire, 

Diderot—the range possessed by such intellects is not simply a matter of individual 

genius and versatility. Rather, it is in significant part the function of the period’s 

division of epistemic labour: “Epistemic discourses,” Thiher writes in Fiction Rivals 

Science: The French Novel from Balzac to Proust, “were understood as part of that great 

realm called ‘natural philosophy’—science and philosophy as they were understood 

during the Enlightenment and which might include medicine, natural history, or 

metaphysics.”236 As the title of his book suggests, Thiher’s broader critical claim is that 

some of the most important novelists of the nineteenth century came to consider their 

efforts as in rivalry with the sciences. “One intent of realism in modern literature,” he 

writes, “was to endow the novel with the capacity to realise epistemic projects”.237 

“The [initial] Enlightenment belief in the unity of knowledge,” however, “seems…to 

have precluded a sense of rivalry, since Enlightenment thinkers largely accepted, 

usually with equanimity, that all discourses contributed to the same epistemic 

quest.”238 Writers like Balzac and, later, Zola thus “believed they were participating in 

the ongoing discovery of the nature of the world—the project of the Enlightenment as 

understood in Kant’s broad sense—since it first began to develop during the 

Renaissance in the works of writers as diverse as Erasmus, Rabelais, Kepler, Galileo, 

Cervantes, and Newton”.239  

Balzac thus occupies a comparable position in Thiher’s account to that he 

holds in Barthes’s. For Barthes, as we have seen, Balzac’s work is exemplary of 

classical consciousness and its attendant mode of writing. Likewise for Thiher, Balzac 

believes “that the same kind of rational constraints and possibilities govern [all] 

epistemic enterprises, whatever may be the final discourse or formalism used to 

express the results of an epistemic inquiry”,240 and therefore believes that he can 

straightforwardly “share the epistemic goals of science” and “participate with élan in 

235 Thiher, op. cit., p.4. 
236 Ibid. 
237 Ibid., p.11. 
238 Ibid., p.7. 
239 Ibid., p.12. 
240 Ibid., p.7. 
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the Enlightenment”241:  

 

The world the [Balzacian] realist novelist sought to know was thus a world 
that science had discovered and situated within parameters that the novelist 
who wanted to be taken seriously was obliged to respect. Defining the real in 
terms consonant with scientific thought, realism proposed knowledge of a, if 
not the, new world.242 
 

To this end, in La Comédie Humaine, Balzac develops an empirical realism and indeed 

a taxonomical approach to character, which he considered tools for a kind of 

novelistic natural history of culture. But as Newtonian dynamics assumed priority, as 

biology emerged as a distinct area of inquiry, and as modern medicine was instituted 

as an adjacent experimental discipline and profession—in short, as “a growing sense 

of difference among epistemic discourses, or a sense that different objects of 

knowledge demanded different types of discourse” took hold—literature “as a self-

conscious economy of discourse” emerged, separating out from the empirical 

discourse of science.243 Initially, Thiher tells us, literature located its new raison d’être 

in the demonstration of morality (hence the moraliste tradition). The genuinely 

autonomous modern novel, however, “[f]ormally and thematically…came into 

existence in the nineteenth century when writers broke with the satirical and the 

moralising impulses that characterised most serious eighteenth-century fiction”.244 

Hence the ambiguity of literary realism as a moment in the history of literature’s 

autonomy: novelistic realism itself arises as an explicitly critical modality for 

describing reality and experience, but does so just as it is dismissed as such within the 

ascendant epistemic division of labour. Realism qua component of enlightenment 

arrives just as literature is receiving its eviction notice from an increasingly 

rationalised and determined world in which the sciences codify legitimate knowledge. 

Particularly in Flaubertian hindsight, the grandiosity of Balzac’s aim—his hope for a 

scientific literature and a literary science—stems from a certain epistemological 

naiveté. By Flaubert’s time, positivism had nullified the epistemic function of 

literature. 

As the previous section of this chapter suggested, one response to this 

241 Ibid., p.11. 
242 Ibid., pp.11-12. 
243 Ibid., p.4. 
244 Ibid., p.6. 
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situation was a shift toward a literature ‘about’ aboutness in the sense that it 

concerned itself with foregrounding the madeness of the literary artefact and the 

potentiating excess of language with regard to its referential function, even as it 

accepts that the general ‘terms’ of scientific positivism have prevailed. This 

understanding of Madame Bovary, I have suggested, gives Flaubert’s legend within the 

realist canon an Adornoian axial turn. Yet in Bouvard and Pécuchet, Flaubert breaks 

with this tradition in another way, related but quite different.  

In The Novel-Essay: 1884-1947, Stefano Ercolino joins with other theorists and 

critics discussed here in accepting Flaubert’s work as a crucial turning point in the 

novel’s development. In his account, this significance is grounded in the same 

relationship of Flaubert’s writing to the issue of literature’s engagement with the 

conceptual I have described above, in particular in terms of what he calls the tradition 

of “philosophical mimesis”.245 Ercolino cites Northrop Frye’s claim that “interest in 

ideas and theoretical statements is alien to the genius of the novel proper, where the 

technical problem is to dissolve all theory into personal relationship”.246 While 

granting throughout his account that the mimetic representationalism of such view 

has dominated the history of the modern novel, Ercolino asserts in opposition to Frye 

that “[m]odern narrative never respected the separation between the particular 

domain of mimesis and the universal domain of philosophy completely”.247 As a 

counterpoint to Frye’s argument concerning of the ‘novel proper’, Ercolino observes 

“philosophical mimesis” as persisting as a trend throughout novelistic production from 

“the eighteenth to the twentieth century”, extending from “Voltaire’s contes 

philosophiques, Diderot’s Rameau’s Nephew and Jacques the Fatalist, and Sterne’s 

Tristram Shandy, up to Balzac’s Séraphita, Flaubert’s Bouvard and Pécuchet, Émile 

Zola’s Doctor Pascal, Proust’s In Search of Lost Time, and Sartre’s Nausea”.248 This 

tradition, writes Ercolino, “makes of the interpenetration of concept and narration its 

distinctive character”.249 Ercolino’s own object of study—the novel-essay as identified 

within the narrowly confined span of time signposted in his book’s title—can, he 

agrees, be understood as belonging to this broader tradition.  

This belonging must be qualified, however, with a number of distinctions. The 

245 Ercolino, op. cit., p.93. 
246 Frye cited in ibid., p.92. 
247 Ibid., p.93. 
248 Ibid. 
249 Ibid. 
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most important of these, for present purposes, is that “[t]here seems to be, indeed, a 

prerealistic and a postrealistic era in the tradition of philosophical mimesis”.250 It is 

here that Flaubert plays a deciding role. Perhaps to the extent that Madame Bovary—

and not Bouvard and Pécuchet—has become the most influential of Flaubert’s 

contributions to modern literary culture, Ercolino appears to position Flaubert as a 

force militating against ‘philosophical mimesis’, precisely insofar as the Flaubert of 

Madame Bovary instigates an “antiessayistic front” in the development of the 

modernist novel251: 

 

In the first of the two chapters dedicated to Flaubert in Souvenirs littéraires, 
Maxime Du Camp reported the following preemptory affirmation made by 
Flaubert: ‘What one says is nothing, the way one says it is everything; a work 
of art that seeks to demonstrate something is worthless in virtue of that 
something alone; a beautiful verse signifying nothing is superior to a less 
beautiful verse signifying something; outside form, no salvation’. Flaubert’s 
famous dream of ‘writing a book about nothing would seem, indeed, well 
suited to the hypothesis of his spiritual paternity of twentieth-century 
antiessayism.252 

 

This is, of course, consonant with my account so far. Yet it risks neglecting the 

significance of Bouvard and Pécuchet. While perhaps not essayistic in the strict sense 

deployed by Ercolino, it is certainly not antiessayistic. Further, to the extent that it 

250 Ibid., p.94. 
251 Ibid., p.102. Adorno appears to share this interpretation of Flaubert’s legacy. In his essay ‘The 
Position of the Narrator in the Contemporary Novel’, he writes: “The traditional novel, whose idea is 
perhaps most authentically embodied in Flaubert, can be compared to the three-walled stage of 
bourgeois theatre. This technique was one of illusion. The narrator raises a curtain: the reader is to 
take part in what occurs as though he were physically present. The narrator’s subjectivity process 
itself in the power to produce this illusion and—in Flaubert—in the purity of the language, which, 
by spiritualising language, removes it from the empirical realm to which it is committed. There is a 
heavy taboo on reflection: it becomes the cardinal sin against objective purity.” (Adorno, Notes to 
Literature, Volume 2, pp.33-34) He goes on to comment on challenges to this conception of the 
novel: “Today this taboo, along with the illusory character of what is represented, is losing its 
strength. It has often been noted that in the modern novel, not only in Proust but also in the Gide of 
the Faux-Monnayeurs, in the late Thomas Mann, or in Musil’s The Man Without Qualities, reflection 
breaks through the pure immanence of form. But this kind of reflection has scarcely anything to do 
with pre-Flaubertian reflection. The latter was moral: taking a stand for or against characters in the 
novel. The new reflection takes a stand against the lie of representation, actually against the 
narrator himself, who tries, as an extra-alert commentator on events, to correct his unavoidable way 
of proceeding.” (p.34) Finally he adds: “When, in Proust, commentary is so thoroughly interwoven 
with action that the distinction between the two disappears, the narrator is attacking a fundamental 
component of his relationship to the reader: aesthetic distance. In the traditional novel, this distance 
was fixed. Now it varies, like the angle of the camera in film: sometimes the reader is left outside, 
and sometimes he is led by the commentary onto the stage, backstage, into the prop room.” (Ibid.) 
252 Ercolino, op. cit., p.102.  
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belongs, as Ercolino himself suggests, to the tradition of philosophical mimesis, it is 

certainly post-realistic. Indeed, Jorge Luis Borges suggests that, with Bouvard and 

Pécuchet, “the man who, with Madame Bovary, forged the realist novel was also the 

first to shatter it”.253 He also reminds us that the author’s stated goal in writing the 

book he credits with this feat was explicitly critical: “to pass all modern ideas in 

review”.254 Indeed, we might say that Bouvard and Pécuchet explicitly thematises the 

epistemological uncertainty implied by the purist formal aspirations of Madame 

Bovary. It, too, is a book about aboutness. But where Madame Bovary is about 

aboutness in attempting to be a book about nothing, Bouvard and Pécuchet recalls the 

fragmentary project of the Jena Romantics in its attempt to be about aboutness by 

being a book about everything. This is not only the case in the sense that its intended 

compass includes and exceeds the philosophical and the literary, but furthermore in 

that its attempt remains only an attempt: interrupted by Flaubert’s death, it is a 

project without conclusion.  

That Flaubert did not finish was an accident of fate, not a matter of design. 

Nonetheless, the fact that this work remains unfinished is, in a sense, deeply fitting. 

For Flaubert, avers Thiher, the victory of positivism engenders and requires, rather 

than nullifies, the possibility of a critical role for literature. Flaubert, he claims, thus 

helps found a category of modernists who “viewed science’s success as actually 

entailing a lessening of scope and certainty of knowledge”, and indeed “saw that it was 

incumbent upon literature to evolve strategies to compete with, or even to 

circumvent, science so that literature could lay its own claims to knowledge”255—not 

as anti-science, but as a meta-scientific a check on Enlightenment hubris. 

One might think here of Flaubert’s satirical treatment of Enlightenment-

enamoured characters—reminiscent of Voltaire’s treatment of Leibinzian optimism in 

Candide—across his oeuvre. In Madame Bovary, in Bouvard and Pécuchet, in 

Sentimental Education, where putatively enlightened reasoners are not simply 

frustrated in their epistemic efforts, they invariably do more harm than good. In 

Madame Bovary, Homais, the local pharmacist, conspires with Charles, the doctor, to 

repair the clubbed foot of a local boy named Hyppolite. The operation is a disaster, 

leaving the boy more badly crippled than he was originally. In a comparable episode 

253 Borges, J.L., Selected non-fictions, ed. E. Weinberger, trans. E. Allen, S.J. Levine & E. Weinberger, 
New York: Viking, 1999, p.389. 
254 Ibid., p.387. 
255 Thiher, op. cit., p.11. 
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in Bouvard and Pécuchet, the two copy clerks, inspired by their reading in medicine 

and frustrated with the insights of their local doctor, begin to take patients 

themselves. If, in their efforts, they do less harm than Bovary, it is only a matter of 

inscrutable luck, and the reader is not given to feel that, had the patients instead 

followed the doctor’s advice, such would not have remained the deciding factor. 

Similar examples in Flaubert’s work, where amateur and expert are united in equal 

measure by incompetence and hubris, where stupidity and overconfidence combine to 

produce, not progress, but cruelty and suffering, are too numerous to list.256 

It is tempting, on the basis of such examples, to believe that Flaubert’s 

objection is not to Enlightenment reason itself, but to the shortcomings of reasoners 

who deform it. Summarising this line of criticism, Borges writes: “To infer the vanity 

of all religions, sciences, and arts from the mishaps of these two buffoons is nothing 

but an insolent sophistry or a crude fallacy.”257 In a sense, this is perhaps correct, 

provided the addenda that the condition of stupidity, for Flaubert, is universal in 

bourgeois culture, and that the stupidity of which everyone is capable, and which they 

will almost inevitably enact, is constitutive of the central tendencies of Enlightenment 

reason itself. In Bouvard and Pécuchet there takes place a convergence of, rather than 

a contradiction between, the fact that its protagonists are, on the one hand, “two 

fairly lucid”258 (albeit also “mediocre” and “simple”) minds, as claims Flaubert’s friend 

and correspondent Guy de Maupassant, and on the other hand, as claims the work 

itself, “imbeciles”.259 Here, lucidity and imbecility converge. 

If this is the case, it is because the model of knowledge embraced by the 

Enlightenment is one that considers its goals, and its achievements, to take the form 

of conclusions (following a process of methodical investigation and resulting in the 

cumulative movement of modern progress). Borges suggests that it is an antipathy to 

this view that animates Bouvard and Pécuchet: 

 

Flaubert was a devotee of Spencer; in the master's First Principles we read that 
the universe is unknowable, for the clear and adequate reason that to explain 
a fact is to relate it to another more general fact, a process that has no end, or 
that conducts us to a truth so general that we cannot relate it to any other, 

256 So, too, are incidence of the repression of such: Thiher notes that Homais, upon failing to cure a 
blind man, has the latter thrown in an asylum. See Thiher, op. cit., p.120.  
257 Borges, op. cit., p.387. 
258 Maupassant cited in ibid. 
259 Ibid. 
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that is, explain it. Science is a finite sphere that grows in infinite space; each 
new expansion makes it include a larger zone of the unknown, but the 
unknown is inexhaustible. Flaubert writes: ‘We still know almost nothing and 
we would wish to divine the final word that will never be revealed to us. The 
frenzy for reaching a conclusion is the most sterile and disastrous of 
manias.’260  

 

Similarly, in his essay ‘An Idea of Flaubert’, Jacques Derrida quotes the following from 

a letter from Flaubert to his mistress and confidante Louise Collet: 

 

“Ineptitude consists in wanting to conclude. […] it is not understanding the 
twilight; it is wanting only midnight or noon. …Yes, stupidity consists in 
wanting to conclude.”261 

 
We might connect this generalised scepticism with regard to knowledge claims 

to the tragic consciousness outlined by Barthes and, further, to the challenge Adorno 

offers to positivism. What is not being claimed is that the particular findings of science 

are, as it were, simply false. The category error made by such enlightened reasoners 

as Flaubert lampoons is rather to believe that their descriptions match exhaustively 

with the world they describe, that system overlaps entirely with what it systematises, 

260 Ibid., p.388. 
261 Flaubert cited in Derrida, J., ‘An Idea of Flaubert: “Plato’s Letter”’, MLN, vol. 99, no. 4, Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984, p.753. I cannot hope to deal in any detail here with the 
relationship between the claims made in this particular article and the much broader question of 
literature Derrida’s own work. I offered a number of reference points for the latter earlier in this 
dissertation. Here I might add that the issue of undecideability on which Derrida focuses in 
Flaubert’s work clearly speaks deeply to Derrida’s own fundamental questions about the status of 
literary language. Focusing on Derrida’s engagement with Plato and Mallarmé in ‘The Double 
Session’, Dissemination, trans. B. Johnson, London: Athlone Press, pp.287-366, Leslie Hill suggests 
that literature remains beyond straightforward identification, beyond ontological grounding or 
epistemological decision, for Derrida. He points in particular to Derrida’s engagement with the 
question ‘What is literature?’: “In introducing that question at the start of his talk, Derrida had first 
stepped aside, pointing out that the words were already an implicit quotation. They belonged of 
course to a famously influential book by Sartre, but they were also an unavoidable legacy of the long 
history of Western metaphysics. In this context, the question was arguably barely a question at all. 
Its very form already constituted an answer: an answer that assumed, without question, that 
literature was a ‘what’, a ‘quid?’, a something, securely defined, stable, and identical with itself, of 
which it might then be possible to say what in essence it truly was. There are many different ways of 
completing the line: ‘literature is…’, suggested Derrida, but what came at the end of the sentence 
was less important than what was put at the beginning. Once it was taken for granted that there was 
a thing called ‘literature’ which ‘was’, so the whole system of Platonism soon followed, with its 
tireless subordination of writing to truthful meaning. Derrida demurred, then, for essential reasons. 
His refusal to endorse the notion that literature, or art, was identical with itself, and endowed with 
essential, autonomous being, not only set him apart from many of his contemporaries; it also 
explains why, contrary to his reputation, Derrida cannot properly be described as a theorist of 
literature.” (Hill, L., The Cambridge Introduction to Jacques Derrida, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007, p.39-40) 
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to believe that their findings are final reflections of a reality external to them. Their 

error, in Adornoian terms, is one of identity thinking. The escape from ‘twilight’ is an 

escape from nonidentity, the arrival to a situation in which we know what things are. 

It is what Adorno refers to as identity thinking. The reverse side of this category error 

is a failure by enlightened reasoners to recognise that their accounts of the prosaic 

world are in the end poetic acts. “As art,” Flaubert writes of Plato’s Symposium and 

Phaedo, “it’s marvellous.”262 Flaubert is “transported with admiration”263 by Spinoza’s 

Tractatus Theologico-Politicus; but, as Derrida notes, “the first impulse is always one of 

admiration for Spinoza the man (‘My God, what a man! what an intellect! what 

learning and what spirit!’ ‘What a genius!’)”.264 “Perhaps this impulse reveals the 

spontaneity and the slightly naïve astonishment of an amateur autodidact,” Derrida 

writes, “but it also bespeaks an assurance…that the system is fundamentally just a 

work of art, reflecting first and foremost the artist’s power.”265 

This critical attitude extends to Flaubert’s treatment of philosophy, the 

rational operations of which he regards as both fascinating and repellant. As Derrida 

notes, the entry for ‘philosophy’ in the Dictionary of Received Ideas tells us that it 

“should always be snickered at”.266 Yet contrarily, Flaubert asserts in one of his letters 

that “ethics is only a sub-division of aesthetics”267 and moreover that “he has no 

doubts about the ‘philosophical import’ of Bouvard and Pécuchet”.268 To the extent that 

it aspires to uncover, via sustained intellection, a set of final, universal, independent 

and immutable truths, philosophy is both stupid and a temptation. It engenders the 

desire to conduct an enlightened critique of enlightened thought, a will to say the 

truth about the truth, and simultaneously the need, in so doing, to resist the same, to 

check that very stupid desire. Hence the ambiguous fact that the claim that stupidity 

consists in wanting to conclude is itself a conclusion.269 The taking of a position, the 

holding of a belief or opinion, combined with the belief that a belief or an opinion 

might be absolutely true, is itself the problem.  

When asked by a young relative to offer guidance on the debate between 

262 Flaubert cited in Derrida, op. cit., p.748. 
263 Flaubert cited in ibid., p.754. 
264 Ibid. 
265 Ibid. 
266 Ibid., p.764. 
267 Ibid. 
268 Ibid. 
269 Ibid., p.758. 
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materialism and spiritualism, Flaubert’s response is of the essence: “Perhaps they are 

only abstractions of our intellect,” he writes. “In short, I consider Materialism and 

Spiritualism equally impertinent [deux impertinences égales].”270 Within this suggestion 

(itself impertinent) the word impertinence is multivalent: it connotes both a 

combination of wrongness and irrelevance and a sense that the impertinent person is 

speaking outside of his purview or even above his station. For people to “strut about 

professing materialism or spiritualism”, to “seriously pass themselves off as 

materialists or spiritualists, who link their names to a system when, like children, they 

don’t even know what the grand words ‘matter’ and ‘spirit’ really mean”, is to 

demonstrate both “naïve incompetence and the insolence of giving an answer where 

no answer is called for”.271  

Flaubert’s ambiguous fascination with philosophy may result in “an avid yet 

nauseated acquisition of philosophical culture, a process of erudition whose 

bibliographic instruments, stages, handbooks, and autodidactic fervor are now well 

known”.272 Yet this “eagerness to study philosophy, to interrogate its systems, to learn, 

like Bouvard and Pécuchet, their constitutive arguments, their techniques and their 

rhetoric, remains that of an amateur, an outsider”.273 Derrida suggests that this 

“exterior position” is “deliberately staked out”.274 By remaining an amateur, an 

enthusiast or aficionado, we might say, Flaubert does philosophy while, or by, 

maintaining a critical distance from it: a position both subject to its authority and not. 

He ‘does’ philosophy, that is, the way a philosopher might; yet he also ‘does’ 

philosophy—that is, he mimics it, the way a comedian might.  

Extending on Thiher’s claim, we might say that literature becomes the form of 

language in which the impertinence of philosophy can be proposed without 

succumbing to the binary logic to which it objects. Literary writing, which is 

constitutively ambivalent, becomes the means par excellence of critique, and so a way 

of both continuing and overturning—an attempt, at least, at sublating—the critical 

270 Flaubert cited in ibid., p.748. 
271 Ibid., p.759. 
272 Ibid., p.753. 
273 Ibid. Flaubert’s translator reports that, in preparation for Bouvard and Pécuchet, its author “read 
some fifteen hundred volumes, much like the protagonists themselves—and not without their litany 
of complaints. ‘I’m going to have to study a host of things I know nothing about,’ he told Mme. De 
Genettes. ‘One would have to be insane, completely deranged, to take on such a book!’” (Mark 
Polizzotti’s foreword ‘Stan and Ollie in the Lab’ in Flaubert, G., Bouvard and Pécuchet, trans. M. 
Polizzotti, Illinois: Dalkey Archive Press, 2005, p.vii)  
274 Derrida, op. cit., p.753. 
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project of the Enlightenment. Literature’s newfound autonomy, its place outside of 

knowledge, is what allows this migration. However, this same autonomy is, as Adorno 

suggests, precisely what simultaneously disqualifies it and implicates it in that against 

which it rebels—an irony that Flaubert embraces as part and parcel of his project. 

The impertinence of abstract oppositions with which Flaubert is concerned is 

thematised, dramatised, perhaps most explicitly in Bouvard and Pécuchet. Thiher 

suggests that this book can be read as a vast exercise in “dialectical idea bashing”,275 

holding in its cross-hairs the discourses, not only of philosophy, but of “agriculture, 

chemistry, anatomy, palaeontology, geology, archaeology, historical science, literature 

and aesthetics, political theory, political economy, sex, gymnastics, spiritism and 

magnetism, magic,” along with “pedagogy, phrenology, religion, music, and 

urbanism”.276 In the course of its titular characters’ search for knowledge, Flaubert 

“sets forth one opinion about a body of knowledge and confronts it with a conflicting 

opinion so that the competing claims of different doctrines cancel each other”.277 

Invariably, “the pursuit of knowledge results in practical disaster and theoretical 

confusion”.278 Bouvard and Pécuchet might be read as a kind of inverted 

Phenomenology of Spirit (whose author the novel’s protagonists will only pretend to 

understand) in which the whole, as for Adorno, turns out to be false, and so in which, 

rather than treading a rational path to absolute knowledge and out of philosophical 

despair, we end up more deeply ignorant than when we began. 

Philosophy itself thus becomes at once hopeless and inescapable. “To be sure,” 

writes Derrida, “nearly at the end of their encyclopaedic rounds they had already 

admitted that they ‘were tired of philosophers. So many systems confuse you. 

Metaphysics is useless. One can live without it’. A moment later, however, they are 

forced to acknowledge that ‘metaphysics kept on returning’.”279 So it is that, “in the 

course of their passage through the philosophical, they are struck by the madness of a 

quintessentially philosophical and anti-philosophical desire”.280 Derrida too points out, 

in Bouvard and Pécuchet, a strategic deployment of “two concurrent gestures”,281 

suggesting that Flaubert is and is not subject to the same fate as his confused 

275 Thiher, op. cit., p.96. 
276 Ibid. 
277 Ibid., p.95. 
278 Ibid. 
279 Derrida, op. cit., p.755. 
280 Ibid. 
281 Ibid., p.759. 
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protagonists:  

 

With one hand he turns philosophy’s arguments against itself, playing one 
philosophical system or typology against the other with the agility and heavy-
handedness of the self-taught expert who has quickly learned to mimic the 
artist’s or the philosopher/prestidigitator’s manipulation. But with his other 
hand … signals his withdrawal from the philosophical game; no one party-line 
is worth more than another; oppositions are impertinent.282 
 

“Thus,” Derrida claims, “he maps out a movement beyond Philosophy and the 

Philosopher.”283 

This self-conscious attempt to stake out a writerly position beyond the binary 

oppositions with which the philosopher operates is an attempt to find a speaking 

position beyond speech, an ability to say without entering the economy of saying. In 

this sense, Derrida too argues that Flaubert “occupies a position not incomparable to 

that of Mallarmé”.284 “Both authors are inscribed in a locus of philosophical 

exhaustion,” he writes, “wherein they can no longer order their literary writing, their 

art if you wish, according to a philosophical system or position”.285 Instead, they 

“continue to manipulate philosophemes as a sort of metalanguage instrumental to the 

display of their writing”, and so “resort to the philosophical forms best suited to 

express both this limit and this exemplary impossibility, to a simulacrum of the 

dialectic and of the idea of the idea in both its Platonic and Hegelian guises, a 

simulacrum which would allow them to reassemble the philosophical, marking its 

limits as they discredit its oppositions, which are none other than the philosophical 

concepts themselves (neither materialism nor spiritualism, but also neither/nor so 

many other things)”.286  

Literary writers, on this view, do not have, or advocate, ideas. Indeed, they do 

not relate to ideas as such. Instead, they play with ideas, to particular ends, in the 

production of a writing that always exceeds them. As Adorno puts it, what apparently 

unmediated evidence of ‘spirit’ we find in artworks—all “discursive ingredients”,287 all 

282 Ibid. 
283 Ibid. 
284 Ibid., p.762. 
285 Ibid., p.763. 
286 Ibid. 
287 Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, p.115. 
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“manifest opinions”288—“particularly injected philosophical thematics and putatively 

expressed spirit…are material like colours and tones.289 “The idea of the idea, the 

word ‘idea’, remains the philosophical translation of a non-philosophical text,” writes 

Derrida. “Philosophy has taken place; there is nothing more to be expected of it; it has 

already saturated our culture and its own field of action. All that remains to be done, 

so as ultimately to do something else, is perhaps to receive it as an enormous legacy 

of received ideas, to read it and to translate it.”290 He goes on: “In any given context 

provided by Mallarmé or Flaubert, the word ‘Idea’ mimics the Platonic-Hegelian Idea 

while at the same time emptying it of its metaphysical or dialectical content, wearing 

it down to the negative sublimity of the Mallarméan Book or the book about nothing, 

which one might call the book-about-nothing-of-Flaubert. Let us not forget that this 

‘book about nothing’ of which he speaks to Louise Colet is not simply an ideal book; it 

is the book of that ideality which is no longer anything at all.”291 

Of central import to philosophical certainty of the kind Flaubert is interested 

in undermining is the category of the serious. To state the truth certainly, we might 

say, depends on the ability to form a serious utterance (“to conclude, to decide 

whether-yes-or-no, one way or the other”292). According to Barthes, Flaubert, “working 

with an irony impregnated with uncertainty, achieves a salutary discomfort of 

writing” to the extent that “one never knows if he is responsible for what he writes”.293 

This raises the broader question of what it means for a writer to ‘speak his mind’, to 

authorise, to speak authoritatively. In counterpoint to the presumption that this would 

entail the serious, sincere assumption of a clear and distinct, univocal position, 

Flaubert offers the impression that the writer’s mind, properly conceived, is precisely 

what lies beyond such oppositions and, in the full sense of the word, comprehends 

them. We might say that the serious and sincere Flaubertian position on the serious 

and the sincere is that they must be worked against.  

An important example of Flaubert’s ambiguity of tone can be found in that 

Flaubertian counterpoint to Diderot’s Encyclopédie, the Dictionary of Received Ideas. 

The dictionary is arguably at once serious and nonserious: it really is a collection of 

288 Ibid., p.227. 
289 Ibid., p.115. 
290 Derrida, op. cit., p.763. 
291 Ibid. 
292 Ibid., p.752. 
293 Barthes, R., S/Z, trans. R. Miller, New York: Hill and Wang, 1974, p.140. 
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received ideas, as completist in its approach to the acquisition and codification of such 

knowledge as any work of the Enlightenment, but qua collection is readable as a kind 

of joke. Indeed, Flaubert writes in another letter that it has been “contrived in such a 

way that the reader would not know whether his leg were being pulled, yes or no”.294 

Its humour is ambiguous, since it is a humour that implicates the reader who would 

laugh. In the ideal version, to find these ideas stupid would be to find oneself stupid, 

to be struck dumb by one’s own dumbness: “If properly done,” Flaubert writes to 

Collet in 1852, “anyone who had read it would no longer dare open his mouth, for 

fear of spontaneously uttering one of its pronouncements.”295 

Interestingly, Derrida finds Barthes’s ‘salutary discomfort’ not only in 

Flaubert’s novels, but within his broader paraliterary corpus, his letters in particular. 

This arguably draws the paraliterary works adjacent to the corpus proper into its 

ambit, raising the question of where literature ends and ‘life’ begins. Referring again 

to his exchange on materialism and spiritualism, Derrida asks “Is it Flaubert who 

speaks his mind here?” He answers: “As with any question on the philosophical in 

Flaubert, this can be answered with both a yes and a no, with as much evidence on 

either side. Such pivoting between yes and no makes the initial question impertinent; 

it precludes our considering any Flaubertian utterance whatsoever as an annex to the 

work [un hors-d’oeurvre] belonging to a metalinguistic, theoretical or philosophical 

type.”296 Even in what are, strictly speaking, ‘extraliterary’ contexts, Derrida suggests, 

Flaubert yields no serious statement that would finally allow us to conclude on the 

matter of his writing, to finally ground our approach to it. In this connection, Barthes 

suggests that the question at stake here is not merely a matter of what the writer 

behind Flaubert’s body of work ‘really means’ or ‘truly believes’, but whether there is a 

subject ‘behind’ the writing at all. Once again, Flaubert’s contribution on the matter is 

not a definitive answer, but rather the prevention thereof. “That he recognised the 

destructive consequences of this form of guerrilla activity is amply shown,” Culler tells 

us, “by references in his correspondence to the desire to ‘dérouter le lecteur’; the victim 

must be uncertain what he is supposed to think, unsure whether he is being made fun 

of, suspicious that the book may after all have been written by an imbecile, even—

though this project seems not to have been realised—led astray by false 

294 Flaubert cited in Derrida, op. cit., p.752. 
295 Flauber cited in ibid. 
296 Ibid. 
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bibliographical references.”297 For Flaubert, Barthes claims, “[the] very being of 

writing (the meaning of the labor that constitutes it) is to keep the question Who is 

speaking? from ever being answered”.298 

 

 

  Re-writing philosophy 

 

To conclude this section, having discussed the way in which, via self-consciousness of 

mediation, modernist literature approaches a kind of convergence with philosophy, 

we might briefly consider the case from the opposite direction. In so doing, I shall 

have a chance to correct for a strategy of commentary, the problematic status of 

which has so far gone unremarked in my movement through this section’s materials. 

The self-problematising effects of modernist self-consciousness that I have attempted 

to trace here afflict authentic philosophy no less than authentic literature. I have 

borrowed in the foregoing pages from a number of important writers—Adorno, 

Barthes, Derrida—as if their work commented transparently, from high ground, on 

the course of a historical condition safely passed by; as if they had been read and 

understood in full, their positions extricated from their texts, their texts jettisoned. 

But a large part of what makes these writers so important and worthy of attention is—

whatever the significant differences that remain between them—the attention they 

pay to the movement of the problematics of writing and language within their own 

discourse; their awareness that they are themselves vulnerable to the uncertainties of 

mediation and finitude that they observe in modernist artworks and that such 

artworks observe in themselves; the thoroughgoing dependency of their thought upon 

composition, upon written form. In short, if we read Flaubert via Derrida, Barthes and 

Adorno, we must surely read Derrida, Barthes and Adorno via Flaubert. Thus we 

return to the old quarrel with which this section began, and to the aporia of post-

aesthetic theory touched upon, with reference to Bernstein, in my Introduction to this 

dissertation.299 

297 Culler, op. cit., p.xiii. 
298 Barthes, op. cit., p.140. 
299 To do justice to the task opened up here is, of course, beyond the scope of this dissertation, let 
alone the space available for this section’s concluding remarks. What I offer here are only provisional 
notes to that task. I focus on Adorno, in particular, since it is his thought more than Derrida’s or 
Barthes’s that has informed my overall approach here. While some similar things might be said of 
these writers, the notion of philosophical modernism that I offer in the following fits the latter two 
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This willingness to acknowledge the dependency of philosophical thought 

upon the idiosyncrasies of writing goes against long tradition. As Rorty tells us, 

philosophy is a discourse that since its inception has railed against being reduced to a 

kind of writing.300 Socrates, as Nietzsche has it, is “he who does not write”.301 In the 

Phaedrus, Socrates warns his interlocutor against the dangers of writing, especially for 

the philosopher. Among other things, Socrates suggests, there is in writing a spurious 

authority: present with us, the speaker’s propositions can be interrogated; written 

down, in the author’s absence, these same propositions are intransigent as death 

itself.302 In modernity, the case shifts. Where it acknowledges the necessity of writing, 

what Glendinning calls “ordinary philosophy” 303 has insisted that philosophical 

writing be “well-disciplined”.304 In a playful excursus in Stupidity, Avital Ronell argues 

that the insistence upon the scientistic register attributed by Glendinning to ordinary 

philosophy can be traced to Kant. We have already seen how the architecture of Kant’s 

critical project serves both to repeat the Socratic division of philosophy and literature 

and to open the way for a particular literary objection to this gesture. But we have not 

yet noted that, in a what would evolve into a modern version of the Socratic disdain 

for writing, “Kant presented himself and signed his work as a failed writer” 305: 

 

That Kant writes like a pig is stated repeatedly by Jean Paul, by Heine, by 
Nietzsche, by Musil, and by other beautiful writers, mostly ironists, but first of 
all by Kant himself: Kant’s inability to write wounds and embarrasses the 

writers only baggily. Indeed, even to insist upon the appellation ‘modernist’ for Barthes and Derrida 
is not an uncontroversial proposition. On the relationship of Barthes and Derrida to the category of 
essayism, and on the issue of the centrality of writing to thought in their work more generally, see 
Obaldia, The Essayistic Spirit, pp.51-57, pp.99-145, pp.146-192. Throughout Obaldia’s account, 
Barthes and Derrida are frequently put into conversation with Adorno. 
300 See Rorty, ‘Philosophy as a Kind of Writing’. 
301 This quote is offered as an epigraph in Derrida’s ‘The End of the Book and the Beginning of 
Writing’—see Derrida, Of Grammatology, p.6. See also Neal, J., Plato, Derrida and Writing, 
Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 2016. 
302 “[T]here’s something odd about writing, Phaedrus,” says Socrates, “which makes it exactly like 
painting. The offspring of painting stand there as if alive, but if you ask them a question they 
maintain an aloof silence. It’s the same with written words: you might think they were speaking as if 
they had some intelligence, but if you want an explanation of any of the things they’re saying and 
you ask them about it, they just go on and on forever giving the same single piece of information. 
Once any account has been written down, you find it all over the place, hobnobbing with completely 
inappropriate people no less than with those who understand it, and completely failing to know who 
it should and shouldn’t talk to. And faced with rudeness and unfair abuse it always needs its father 
to come to its assistance, since it is incapable of defending or helping itself.” (Plato, Phaedrus, trans. 
R. Waterfield, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002, p.126; §275d-e) 
303 Ibid., p.2. I discuss this notion in the following section of this dissertation. 
304 Glendinning, S., In the Name of Phenomenology, New York: Routledge, 2007, p.14. 
305 Ronell, Stupidity, p.282. 
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philosopher. He imposes on philosophy a mortifying ascesis. He couldn’t help 
it. He lacked the luminous talent of elegant writing, he wrote. […] Time and 
again Kant contends that he is lacking in talent, unable to present his 
thought.306 

 

Ronell argues that, in an act of rhetorical prestidigitation, Kant turns this self-avowed 

weakness to strength: 

 

[E]ver since Kant, as Heine and Nietzsche remind us, in order to be a 
philosopher one has to write badly. This became part of the contract, an 
obtrusive imperative of the Kantian text. Owing to Kant’s legacy a true 
philosopher henceforth will have to be a poor writer or rhetorically strung out, 
syntactically boorish, impoverished in terms of diction—in sum, decisively 
unliterary. The concept could not be made to appear in pink ballet slippers: it 
was to show up scientifically, that is, rhetorically unadorned. There is a 
powerful advocacy on Kant’s part for the substitution of art by science, of the 
values of a readerly displeasure of the scientific elaboration with its attendant 
markers of dry, laborious, bitter working through: ‘The truth thus demands 
science, laborious and without style, without sugar coating [sans miel]’. This 
procedure, which cannot even metabolise a sugar substitute, promotes itself as 
the necessity of the structure and essence of knowledge. Philosophical 
exposition was to be downed without honey or the similarly sweet but 
troubling enticements of art. It became somewhat of an epistemic resolve to 
acquit oneself honourably, to recognise and embrace the manly duty of the 
philosophical act.307 

 

The writing that it thus renounces, even as it acknowledges its necessity, is thus at 

once philosophy’s bad conscience and its vulnerability. Ordinary philosophy’s 

discipline of writing is, we might say, its constitutive act of violence against itself: 

‘constitutive’ because its repudiation of writing is its route to transcendence. 

Philosophical modernists, like their literary counterparts, aim to reject this traditional 

approach to writing, to intervene in this violence. 

As I have noted, Adorno’s thought, the ideal of his thought, is dialectical. 

What does he understand by this historically freighted term? In An Introduction to 

306 Ibid. 
307 Ibid., p.283. “The legacy will have affected so-called French Theory,” Ronell goes on to add, 
“which, following Nietzsche’s finishing school, practices style and carries thinking elegantly, with 
rhetorical finesse. It is small wonder that the bouncers of serious and manly philosophical schools 
would get rid of, under the sign of ridiculous, anyone practicing the talent that Kant the writer had 
renounced. Since Kant, beautiful writing has been feminised and homosexualised, as so many 
attacks on theory reveal (or try to conceal).” (Ibid.) 
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Dialectics, a set of lectures delivered in 1958, Adorno objects to the common 

misconception of the dialectical as “a kind of thinking which is remote from the things 

themselves and revels merely in its own conceptual devices”,308 insisting instead that, 

since its emergence in the writings of Plato, “it already implies the opposite, namely a 

disciplined form of thought which is meant to protect us from all sophistic 

manipulation”.309 Dialectics may be described as a philosophical method, but Adorno 

specifies it as a method of a very particular kind: following Hegel—who, he points 

out, spoke in the Phenomenology of Spirit of ‘the movement of the concept’—Adorno 

describes dialectics as a “process of thinking” that “differs from other methods insofar 

as it constantly strives not to stand still” and, furthermore, that “constantly corrects 

itself in the presence of the things themselves”.310 One the one hand, then, dialectics is 

thought in motion; on the other hand, dialectics is an objective mode of thought. It is, 

furthermore, the latter via the former: by a movement of self-opposition— “thought’s 

attempt to recognise its limitations”311—the dialectic aims “to overcome the merely 

arbitrary character of method and to admit into the concept that which is not itself 

concept”.312  

Adorno’s major texts, however bracing to read, are surprisingly difficult to 

quote. To reconstruct the ‘positions’ they ‘contain’, as I did earlier in this section, is 

arduous work, difficult to do: one is dogged throughout by the question of one’s 

fidelity to the text. The difficulty is one in which both accuracy and truth to the spirit 

of the work are, in the same moment, at stake: even Adorno’s most powerful and 

seemingly self-sufficient aphorisms, plucked from their context, lose something of 

their force; I am tempted, in rehearsing his ‘views’, to situate quotation within further 

quotation: the quoted passage appears thoroughly contingent upon what surrounds it, 

objective in the dual sense that it adjudges a particular object and that, quite 

stubbornly, it is a particular object. When we consider properly the dialectical nature 

of his thought—the demanding restlessness of the method described above—it is 

possible to see why this difficulty arises. “DIALECTICS IS NOT A STANDPOINT,” cries 

a capitalised subheading in Negative Dialectics. “Dialectics is the consistent sense of 

nonidentity,” Adorno goes on to write. “My thought is driven to it by its own 

308 Adorno, An Introduction to Dialectics, p.1. 
309 Ibid. 
310 Ibid., p.2. 
311 Ibid., p.3. 
312 Ibid., p.2.  
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inevitable insufficiency, by my guilt of what I am thinking.”313 Adorno is difficult to 

quote because his writings do not encode a worldview; instead, they embody a 

movement of thought, any given moment of which is always already divided. 

As a necessary and, in the dual sense described above, objective movement, 

Adorno’s thought is thus never simply separable from the written texts in which we 

receive it. Philosophical thought is intertwined, for Adorno, with its Darstellung—a 

term without a direct equivalent in English, but which is often translated as 

‘presentation’ or ‘representation’, what Jameson calls the “laying out of philosophical 

conceptuality in the time of the text”.314 The philosophical text, no less than the 

literary one, should be an object of emphatic experience: while it trucks with 

concepts, its goal is a determinate pattern that aims to break through the conceptual. 

It thus moves toward participation in the aesthetic: Adorno’s most “rhetorically 

rebarbative” text, Aesthetic Theory is, as Hulatt remarks, an “intentionally ambiguous 

title”.315 The success of what Negative Dialectics says is bound, irreducibly in the final 

analysis, to its saying. Its success as philosophy is, as Hulatt puts it, “processual”,316 a 

matter not merely of comprehension but “performance”317; its insight, like that to 

which the Jena Romantics aspired, is “manifested as a ‘momentary flash’… [that] 

must take place by means of [the] text; the text must in an important fashion provide 

the enabling conditions for this epistemological event.”318 Rhetoric, in this sense, is 

never mere rhetoric. 

313 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p.5. 
314 Jameson, Late Marxism, p.49. 
315 Hulatt, Adorno’s Theory of Philosophical and Aesthetic Truth, p.135. See also Bowie, A., Adorno 
and the Ends of Philosophy, Cambridge: Polity, 2013, p.139: “Aesthetic Theory might be said…to be 
theory that is aesthetic, and, at its best, it is.” Bowie, writing primarily here for an audience of 
analytic philosophers whom he hopes to convince of the contemporary relevance of Adorno, 
expresses a greater scepticism about his style than do the other commentators cited here. While 
acknowledging that “[t]he complex web of writing is meant to be part of the content of what he is 
saying” (p.10), Bowie suggests that “many of his published texts may not justify the complexity of 
their construction and their style”, and indeed that this style accounts for “Adorno’s failure to 
become part of mainstream debate…[by] getting in the way of adequate engagement with the 
durable substance of his work” (p.5). Bowie prefers Adorno’s “lucid” (ibid.) lectures, in spite of the 
fact that Adorno “has lots to say about why he does not trust the lecture presentation” (ibid.). The 
lectures, Bowie later claims, have proven durable in ways that the written texts have not: “The form 
of the lecture seems to me more adequate to the content of Adorno’s ideas on art and aesthetics than 
the mannered style of Aesthetic Theory, which has aged in ways that the lectures have not.” (p.139) 
To my mind, such a view seems problematic in its underemphasis on the necessary marginality of 
Adorno’s work—a comment that could equally be made, with differences in emphasis, of Derrida’s 
work, and indeed is made by Derrida himself: see Derrida, Margins of Philosophy. 
316 Ibid., p.120. 
317 Ibid. 
318 Ibid., p.119. The text, writes Hulatt, “guides the reader through the enacted application of a 
concept or set of concepts. From Adorno’s own assertions, the agent’s performance is constituted by 
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In The Melancholy Science: An Introduction to the Thought of Theodor W. 

Adorno, Gillian Rose offers a partial inventory of Adorno’s stylistic strategies—a 

number of which we have already encountered in the course of this section: 

 

When he discusses ‘thought’ and ‘mind’ he uses impersonal and passive 
constructions. ‘Thought’ and ‘mind’ are not attributed to ‘us’ but are frequently 
personified, sometimes by dramatic metaphor. Other stylistic strategies are 
directed at the experience of the reader. He describes these strategies as 
‘shock’, ‘exaggeration’, ‘fantasy’, or ‘provocative formulations’. An idea 
‘provocatively formulated’ may be left and not enlarged upon, but may be 
restated later in the text with many different emphases. This gives an 
impression of confusion, but in fact amounts to a set of parallaxes, apparent 
displacements of an object due to changes of observation point. This is quite 
consistent with the idea that the object cannot be captured, and that a set of 
presentations may best approximate it.319 

 

Furthermore, Rose notes Adorno’s fondness for the chiasmus, that “grammatical figure 

by which the order of words in one clause is inverted in a second clause”320: 

 

thus, ab ba. Each antithesis is usually a tautology which has importance in 
itself. The use of chiasmus stresses the transmutation of processes into entities 
which is the fundamental theme of Adorno’s work. He presents this theme in 
this way in order to avoid turning processes into entities himself. Sometimes 
he uses chiasmus directly, for example, ‘the subject is object, the object is 
subject’; or, ‘history is nature, nature is history’.321 

 

In a similar vein, in Valences of the Dialectic, Jameson notes Adorno’s frequent and 

dramatic deployment of the paradox, “particularly at…[the] musically organised 

beginnings and endings—onsets and final flourishes” of his texts.322 

 

the comprehension and performance of this processual text. The subject internally enacts what is 
enacted in the text—the employment of concepts such that they produce in the course of their own 
employment contradictions or problematics that manifest their incapability of subsuming their 
object.” (Ibid., p.120) An aside: Jameson disagrees with the assimilation of Adorno to the Jena 
Romantics—see Jameson, op. cit., p.247. 
319 Rose, G., The Melancholy Science: An Introduction to the Thought of Theodor W. Adorno, New York: 
Verso, 2014, p.17. 
320 Ibid., p.18.  
321 Ibid. Rose argues throughout her account of Adorno’s work that the latter “depends 
fundamentally on the category of reification” (ibid., p.ix)—that is, ‘the transmutation of processes 
into entities’. 
322 Jameson, F., Valences of the Dialectic, New York: Verso, 2010, p.53. 
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Thus Aesthetic Theory (a draft, to be sure, published posthumously) begins like 
this: ‘It is self-evident that nothing concerning art is self-evident any more’: a 
sentence which threatens to undermine the very project of writing an 
aesthetic before it even gets stated. Or perhaps it simply designates 
philosophy’s perpetual problem with beginnings: nothing can be presupposed, 
not even the idea of presupposition. We are left dangerously in a place in 
which it may not be possible to say anything (whence Adorno’s fascination 
with Beckett). […] Or take the even more famous beginning of Negative 
Dialectics: ‘Philosophy, which once seemed obsolete, lives on because it missed 
the moment of its realisation.’ Here, to be sure, the paradox carries another 
paradox within itself, namely Marx’s injunction to philosophy to realise itself, 
or in other words not only to understand the world but to go on to change it. 
Still, the very paradox of obsolescence shimmers over this swift orchestral 
onset: living on as a form of outliving itself, an actuality which is no longer 
actual, a present that is now past.323 

 

“In both these cases,” writes Jameson, “what is indicted is the very discipline itself, the 

field of thinking of consciousness which had evolved historically into a whole 

autonomous area of culture, before suddenly itself being called into question”, the 

effect “startling and uncanny”.324 The paradoxical formulation is no ornament; it is the 

problematic, the place where authentic thinking begins. 

In Late Marxism: Adorno or the Persistence of the Dialectic, Jameson offers yet 

further analyses of the means and power of Adorno’s Darstellung. Here, “the form of 

the sentences must…be seen as a form of philosophising in its own right”.325 Jameson 

notes how Adorno’s sentences “tend to form themselves into micro-narratives, and as 

323 Ibid. 
324 Ibid. 
325 Jameson, Late Marxism, p.69. This is, for Jameson, what is “radically original in Adorno” (ibid., 
p63). Discussing the influences on Adorno’s composition, Jameson suggests that it is not Benjamin, 
Nietzsche or Marx who most strongly inform his practice, at the level of the sentence, but “the 
extraordinary Austrian rhetorician Karl Kraus” (ibid.). He then cites the following sentence from the 
latter writer: “In these great times which I knew when they were this small; which will become small 
again, provided they have time left for it; and which, because in the realm of organic growth no 
such transformation is possible, we had better call fat times and, truly, hard times as well; in these 
times in which things are happening that could not be imagined and in which what can no longer be 
imagined must happen, for if one could imagine it, it would not happen; in these serious times 
which have died laughing at the thought that they might become serious; which, surprised by their 
own tragedy, are reaching for diversion and, catching themselves red handed, are groping for words; 
in these loud times which boom with the horrible symphony of actions which produce reports and of 
reports which cause actions; in these times you should not expect any words of my own from me—
none but these words which barely manage to prevent silence from being misinterpreted.” (Kraus 
cited in ibid., pp.63-64) Writes Jameson: “What Adorno found here, I want to suggest, is the very 
paradigm of an expressive syntax, in which the actual machinery of sentence structure is itself 
pressed into service, in all its endless variety, and mobilised to convey meaning far beyond its 
immediate content as mere communication and denotation.” (Ibid., p.64) 
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it were to act out the content of what is in them abstractly grasped as philosophical 

thinking or argument”.326 He thus, in a sense, literalises Hegel’s notion of the 

movement of the concept, insisting upon “a mimetic moment in philosophy”.327 The 

result is a “with a well-nigh gestural picture of the interaction of their components”: 

“The conception of enlightenment—that is to say, Reason generally and the inner 

drive of all abstract thinking in particular—as a form of domination obviously yields 

in advance a rich narrative schema, with actants and motives and violent and 

dramatic events”.328 As an example, Jameson cites the following, from Negative 

Dialectics: “Whenever something that is to be conceived flees from identity with the 

concept, this last will be forced to take extreme steps to prevent any doubts as to the 

seamlessness, closure and accuracy of the thought-product from arising.”329 “As if this 

were not already ominous enough,” comments Jameson, “the micro-narrative now 

takes on even more precise detail, and the mists of the homology lift to disclose the 

jungle itself”—and he continues his citation:  

 

This system [rationalism], in which the sovereign mind imagined itself to have 
been transfigured and transformed, has its Ur-history in the pre-mental, in the 
animal life of the species. Predators are voracious; the tiger-leap on their prey 
is difficult and often dangerous. Additional impulses may be necessary for the 
beast to dare it. These fuse with hunger’s unpleasure into a rage at the victim, 
expression of which then usefully terrifies and cripples this last. In the 
progress toward humanity this process is rationalised by way of projection.330 

 

326 Ibid., p.67. 
327 Ibid., p.66. 
328 Ibid., p.67. 
329 Adorno cited in ibid., p.67. The translation differs in the edition to which I have referred: 
“Whenever something that is to be conceived flees from identity with the concept, the concept will 
be forced to take exaggerated steps to prevent any doubts of the unassailable validity, solidity, and 
acribia of the thought product from stirring.” (Adorno, op. cit., p.22) 
330 Adorno cited in Jameson, op. cit., pp.67-68. Once again, the translation to which I have referred 
differs here: “The system in which the sovereign mind imagined itself transfigured, has its primal 
history in the pre-mental, the animal life of the species. Predators get hungry, but pouncing on their 
prey is difficult and often dangerous; additional impulses may be needed for the beast to dare it. 
These impulses and the unpleasantness of hunger fuse into rage at the victim, a rage whose 
expression in turn serves the end of frightening and paralysing the victim. In the advance to 
humanity this is rationalized by projection.” (Adorno, op. cit., p.22) Jameson adds, in relation to this 
passage, that it offers “a picture whose philosophical argument may be thought to presuppose a 
certain anthropology” in Adorno’s thought with which Jameson feels “a certain discomfort”; 
interestingly, however, he counters that these “anthropological components might well be seen, in 
Russian Formalist fashion, as the content Adorno had to talk himself into in order to write vivid 
sentences of this kind” (Jameson, op. cit., p.68). 
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As Jameson rightly points out, the effect of this micro-narrative strategy, which 

permeates so much of Adorno’s writing, is to “[spring] the isolated abstract concept 

out of its bad identity and [allow] it, as it were, to be thought from the inside and 

from the outside all at once.”331 Jameson concludes this reading with his own micro-

narrative, observing that “[t]he mimetic or the narrative may be thought to be a kind 

of homeopathic strategy in which, by revealing the primal movement of domination 

hidden away within abstract thought, the venom of abstraction is neutralised, 

allowing some potential or utopian truth-content to come into its own.”332 

 If Adorno’s texts challenge conventional ideas of philosophical exposition at 

the ‘micro’ level of the sentence, so too do they rebel at the ‘macro’ level of structure, 

of genre. Where Adorno’s sentences and formulations of philosophical problems 

challenge our expectations of the concept or argument, his works challenge our 

expectations of work and system. Rose once again offers a useful overview: 

 

Adorno describes his programme, as presented in his book Negative Dialectics, 
as an anti-system, and his texts may be equally well described as anti-texts—
as he in fact describes Hegel’s texts. Most of Adorno’s books consist of 
reprinted articles which were first published in journals as essays, articles, 
notes, monographs or reviews. Others were originally radio broadcasts, and a 
few were introductions to or synopses of academic conferences. He gave them 
titles which stress their fragmentary nature, such as ‘notes’, ‘prisms’, 
‘models’.333  

 

Adorno’s texts are, furthermore, often concerned to describe and account for their 

own ways of proceeding. Rose points out, with only mild exaggeration, that he 

“discussed his method and style in everything he wrote, often at the expense of 

discussing the ostensible subject of the piece”.334 This concern with style pervaded the 

attention Adorno’s paid to other writers, whether such attention was ‘invited’ by their 

texts or not: “Writers, musicians, philosophers and sociologists are discussed by 

Adorno as if they shared his preoccupation with style. Every critical essay on another’s 

work emphasises the relation between thought and its presentation.”335 Style, for 

Adorno, is of the essence. It is perhaps unsurprising, then, that many of Adorno’s most 

331 Ibid., p.68. 
332 Ibid. 
333 Rose, op. cit., p.17. 
334 Ibid. 
335 Ibid. 
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memorable essays concern themselves with the elements of style so often ignored by 

ordinary philosophy: Adorno, notes Rose, “wrote specific essays on titles, on 

punctuation, on his use of foreign words, on different kinds of texts, on form, on 

syntax and on semantics.”336 

Among the most important of these latter works for understanding Adorno’s 

writing, and thus his thought, is his essay ‘The Essay as Form’, first published in 1958. 

As Rose once again points out, “Adorno says much less [here] about how the essay 

should examine a work than he does about how it should proceed itself”.337 But his 

point in so doing, I take it, is that these two are inextricably intertwined: the style of 

the essay is the subtance of its thought, not an embellishment added to the latter after 

the fact. In ‘The Essay as Form’, Adorno criticises traditional philosophical exposition, 

as it were, from top to bottom, objecting to both its totalising pretensions and its 

preoccupation with the gapless argumentative sequence. “[The essay’s] concepts are 

neither deduced from any first principle,” writes Adorno, “nor do they come full circle 

and arrive at a final principle.”338 The essay form insists, then, upon the process of 

thought, rather on than its arrival at a conclusion: it is the form of a thought 

perpetually in media res, always already doubling back on itself. Adorno’s texts, as 

Jameson puts it, contain “no conceptual climaxes”.339  

As it resists the closure of conclusion, the essay refuses the semantic discipline 

of what Glendinning usefully terms “ideal conceptual exactness”.340 Rose comments 

that “the distinction between the expression (Ausdruck) of truth and communication 

(Mitteilung) of it affects the use of words as well as the overall structure of Adorno’s 

texts”: 

 

One outcome of this is his refusal to define terms, another is that the same 
term is used in many different senses. He believes that it is impossible and 
therefore this aspect of language must be enlisted in the expression of truth, 

336 Ibid.  
337 Ibid., p.19. 
338 Adorno, ‘The Essay as Form’, p.152. 
339 Jameson, op. cit., p.62 
340 See Glendinning, S., On Being With Others: Heidegger, Wittgenstein, Derrida, New York: 
Routledge, 1998, pp.76-92. Here, Glendinning interrogates the philosophical ideal of exactness via 
Wittgenstein’s and Derrida’s accounts of play. Adorno himself positions dialectics as in conflict with 
“the idea of pinning down your concepts—i.e., of defining the relevant concepts ‘cleanly’ by means 
of a certain number of specific features”; in conventional philosophical exposition, “one is expected,” 
he writes, “to demonstrate this theoretical cleanliness by not confusing these concepts through the 
introduction of other differently defined concepts—in other words, by not allowing our concepts to 
move” (Adorno, An Introduction to Dialectics, p.7). 
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and not expunged from it. [Invoking the idea of a] ‘mythical remainder’ [in 
words], Adorno means that history is congealed in language and that to 
rationalise language by purifying words of acquired connotations is 
impossible. Therefore any attempt to do so merely results in creating another 
kind of myth. The demand that ideas should be expressed clearly and simply 
amounts to a demand that ‘expressive residues’ should be eliminated for the 
sake of ease of communication, according to Adorno. This does not result in 
an ‘objective’, ‘scientific’ style but in a kind of distortion.341 

 

The issue is not, we should underline, simply that it is impossible to purify language 

in this manner. The expressive residue of philosophical discourse and writing is, for 

Adorno, precisely what philosophical experience should be concerned to realise: it is 

what allows us to recognise the nonidentity of thought, the traditionally repressed 

condition of philosophy’s possibility. Returning to his lectures on dialectics, we find 

Adorno saying as much: “The fact that dialectical thought refuses to provide a 

definition is not an arbitrary decision, produced merely by toying with different 

possible definitions; rather, according to the idea behind dialectical thought, this 

refusal springs from the need to express precisely the moment of nonidentity here, the 

fact that concept and thing are not simply equivalent.”342  

 These ambiguities of argument and provisionalities of conclusion, as I have 

indicated, see the writing become not vague and general, but highly specific and 

particular; they see it approach singularity. The success of the philosophical work can 

no longer be defined in terms of argumentation alone, nor even by its departure from 

the norms of such argument per se. Instead, the success of the philosophical work, as 

Hulatt rightly insists, becomes a question of the texture of the text. Adorno writes that: 

 

The how of expression should rescue, in precision, what the refusal to outline 
sacrifices, without, however, betraying the intended matter to the 
arbitrariness of previously decreed significations. […] In the essay, concepts 
do not build a continuum of operations, thought does not advance in a single 
direction, rather the aspects of the arguments interweave as in a carpet. The 
fruitfulness of thought depends on the density of this texture.343 

 

Hulatt helpfully clarifies this term: 

341 Rose, op. cit., pp.20-21. 
342 Adorno, op. cit., p.8. 
343 Adorno, ‘The Essay as Form’, p.160. 
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The German term here translated as ‘texture’ is Gewebe, which is associated 
with textiles, and is also capable of being translated as ‘tissue’ or ‘weave’. As 
these connotations make clear, the philosophical ‘texture’ that Adorno is here 
identifying as desirable is a multithreaded, multidirectional account in which 
various strands ‘interweave’, as he puts it. Dialectical philosophy, for Adorno, 
can only terminate in this ‘texture’, in which diverse epistemological 
categories and perspectives are exhaustively interrelated and interwoven, in 
order to demonstrate the incapability of any single form of conceptual 
discourse exhaustively describing its object. Crucially, this rhetorical texture is 
a condition of the ‘fruitfulness of the thoughts’ that it expresses. 
Comprehension of the object is not merely a ‘deductive or inductive course’, 
but is rather achieved in the ‘density of [the] texture’.344 

 

Text as texture, as textile: notwithstanding Jameson’s insistence that Adorno’s 

“mimetic mode of philosophising” does not mark him “as a mere ‘littérateur’”,345 we 

can thus add the image of Adorno weaving to that succession of images of writers at 

work recited by Barthes. It is an image that brings him close to Proust—a writer who, 

Adorno says, “played a central role in [his] intellectual economy for decades”346—who 

famously has In Search of Lost Time’s narrator compare the composition of his 

intended literary work to the stitching of a dress.347 The delicateness of this work, its 

vulnerability and the fragility of its products, underlines and adds pathos to Rose’s 

insistence that “[c]riticism and composition in Adorno’s work are…inseparable”.348 

Adorno’s notorious abstruseness and esotericism, the challenges of reading his work—

those qualities that have earned him a reputation as a cold elitist349—are, in a deep 

sense, coextensive with the objective historical challenge that he is attempting to 

surmount, the approaching impossibility of thought against which he is always 

essaying. Philosophy is, like literature, an act; the philosophical text, like the literary 

text, is a work; the difficulty of one is, in a multitude of senses, that of the other. The 

concept of essayism, as Adorno makes clear, includes a vital sense of 

experimentation350—of trying things out—as does the concept of the modernist 

344 Hulatt, op. cit., p.116. 
345 Jameson, op. cit., p.68. 
346 Adorno, Notes to Literature, Volume 2, p.312. 
347 See Landy, Philosophy as Fiction, pp.68-69. 
348 Rose, op. cit., p.16. 
349 See Clausen, D., Theodor W. Adorno: One Last Genius, trans. R. Livingstone, Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2008, p.317. 
350 See Adorno, ‘The Essay as Form’, p.164. 
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artwork. But this trial is always at once a trial, a pending execution: if, as Adorno 

claims, the meaningfulness, the very possibility of art is, in modernity, never 

guaranteed in advance—always to be proven anew in each hopeful instantiation, each 

attempt to write, to read, to think—then neither is that of philosophy.351 

 

 

  

351 The possibility of authentic philosophy was, for Adorno, never a sure thing. Of the title of his 
essay ‘Why Still Philosophy?’, he writes: “To a question such as ‘why still philosophy?’—for the 
formulation of which I myself am responsible, although its dilletantish tone does not escape me—
most people will already guess the answer. They will expect a train of thought that accumulates all 
kinds of difficulties and reservations in order to lead ultimately, more or less cautiously, to a 
‘nevertheless’ and the affirmation of what at first had been rhetorically cast into doubt. This all too 
familiar circuit corresponds to a conformist and apologetic attitude that characterises itself as 
positive and reckons in advance on consent. And indeed perhaps nothing better can be expected 
from someone whose job it is to teach philosophy, whose bourgeois existence depends on its 
continued survival, and who undermines his own immediate interests as soon as he contests it. All 
that notwithstanding, I have some right to raise the question for the simple reason that I am not at 
all sure of the answer.” (Adorno, T.W., Critical Models: Interventions and Catchwords, trans. H.W. 
Pickford, New York: Columbia University Press, 2005, p.5) 



 125 

Truth and Fiction 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 126 

Reality versus fiction 

 
  “The poet, he nothing affirmeth”1 

 

In Fictional Worlds, Thomas Pavel characterises philosophical treatments of fictionality 

as falling into one of two camps: on one hand, those characterised by a 

“segregationist” outlook; on the other hand, those characterised by an “integrationist” 

one.2 These perspectives, writes Pavel, differ significantly on “metaphysical questions 

about fiction beings and truth; demarcational questions regarding the possibility of 

establishing sharp boundaries between fiction and nonfiction, both in theory and in 

practical criticism; and institutional questions related to the place and importance of 

fiction as a cultural institution”.3 The central idea of segregationism, put roughly and 

readily, is that fiction is clearly and totally distinct from reality. In the dominant 

philosophical discussions of the past century, as well as in the naive epistemology of 

Western culture at large, it is clear that the segregationist position has emerged as the 

dominant one. Moreover, segregationism usually considerers fiction to stand in 

opposition to reality, and furthermore considers this opposition to be based on the 

fact that a fiction is something ‘made up’, while reality—a reality usually considered 

to be already fully constituted and given, ‘out there’—is not. This case has been put in 

a number of ways—some of which I shall review below—but Lubomír Doležel 

summarises these various formulations neatly: “Fictional entities do not exist, fictional 

terms lack reference (are ‘empty’), and fictional sentences are false.”4  

Although philosophers have relatively infrequently addressed the issue 

explicitly, segregationism generally forms a key background assumption of the type of 

philosophical realism that Glendinning attaches to “ordinary philosophy”5: that is, a 

1 Sidney, P., The Defence of Poesy, Cambridge: Hillard and Brown, 1831, p.54. 
2 Pavel, T., Fictional Worlds, Massachusettes: Harvard University Press, 1986, p.11. 
3 Ibid., p.12. 
4 Doležel, L., Heterocosmica: Fiction and Possible Worlds, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1998, p.3. 
5 See Glendinning, In the Name of Phenomenology, p.2: “Ordinary philosophy can be defined as an 
outlook which is in the ‘grip’ of the thought that an intellectually satisfactory ‘conception of 
ourselves’ should be given exclusively in terms that ‘belong to a natural-scientific depiction of 
nature’. This is the frame of mind of what [John] McDowell calls ‘modern naturalism’. ‘Science has 
presented itself as the very exemplar of access to objective truth’, and so anything short of a rigorous 
naturalism in philosophy will always be suspected of trying to smuggle in something intellectually 
unrespectable. Ordinary philosophy in our time is thus the kind of thinking that, as Husserl puts it, 
looks for its inspiration and in certain respects its method ‘in the intellectual achievements of the 
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philosophy in thrall to the achievements of the natural sciences, performed in an 

emulation of their methods, and eager to underwrite their authority. The most 

influential segregationists of the past century have belonged to the so-called analytic 

tradition. Pavel identifies philosophers of language and mind—especially early 

twentieth-century logicians (chiefly Bertrand Russell) and, later, their inheritors in 

speech-act theory (chiefly John Searle)—as its exemplary proponents. Both groups 

approach the issue of fiction as being fundamentally a matter of the mere 

disconnection of mind or language and world or referent. 

The “classical” segregationism of a Russell, writes Pavel, is the product of “a 

period when the philosophy of logic and science estimated that its most urgent tasks 

included securing sound foundations and protection against neo-Hegelian idealism”, 

and as such reflects “a pronounced bias in favour of economy in ontology and a 

normative attitude in logic”.6 Cognisant of the fact that “human linguistic practices 

offer so many examples of reference to imaginary objects, from myths to novels and 

from erroneous scientific hypotheses to verbose philosophical constructions”, the 

classical segregationist concludes that “there must be something wrong with our 

language that allows the endless proliferation of entia rationis”.7 He then conceives of 

philosophy as a kind of therapeutic or purificatory procedure, whereby the sub-

rational chaff of everyday garrulousness can be sorted from the wheat of truth. In 

Russell’s case, for example, this involves scrutinising the logical structure of non-

referring statements. Consider, for example, the following three sentences: 

 

(1) The present president of France is wise. 
(2) The present king of France is wise. 
(3) Mr Pickwick is wise.8 
 

At a glance, such statements, “mischievously disguised as definite 

descriptions”, as Pavel notes, “cannot be linguistically distinguished from fully 

referring expressions”.9 Russell’s approach to such statements is to examine them in 

the hope of revealing the “logical structure”10 underlying their deceptive appearance. 

sciences of a natural sort’.” Glendinning’s ‘ordinary philosophy’ significantly overlaps with the 
philosophy associated with ‘truth-only cognition’, as described earlier with reference to Bernstein. 
6 Pavel, op. cit., p.13. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid., p.14. 
9 Ibid., p.13. 
10 Ibid., p.14. 



 128 

Such an examination would result in the following paraphrases: 

 

(4) There exists one and only one entity such that the entity is the present 
president of France and whatever is the present president of France is wise. 
(5) There exists one and only one entity such that the entity is the present 
king of France and whatever is the present king of France is wise. 
(6) There exists one and only one entity such that the entity is Mr Pickwick 
and whatever is Mr. Pickwick is wise.11 

 

Proceeding from the question-begging assumption that existence can only be 

attributed to “objects of the actual world”,12 and that this ‘actual world’ is the unified 

space-time container described by Newtonian science, each of the original three 

sentences is thus “treated as a conjunction that first asserts that there exists one and 

only one entity having the property of being the president of France, or the king of 

that country, or Mr. Pickwick; and second, that the entity in question is wise”.13 To 

assess the truth of such statements, the philosopher is tasked with scanning the 

empirical universe in search of an entity that would satisfy their first, existential, 

claims. As Pavel notes, the results of such a procedure for sentences (4) and (5) would 

yield different results depending on when they were made: “If performed on the 1986 

slice of the universe,” he writes, “the result of the search will be a gentleman named 

François Mitterrand for sentence (4) and no entity for the last two sentences. 

Extending the search to the four-dimensional space-time continuum, we will in 

addition find a series of creatures enjoying the property of being the ‘present king of 

France’.”14 Yet no such scan, no matter how thoroughly performed, would ever locate 

an entity enjoying the property of being Mr Pickwick. “As conjunctions that have a 

false first half,” Pavel writes, “statements about fictional entities are false, Russell 

claimed, independently of their predicative content, simply by virtue of their logical 

structure.”.15  

Efforts by analytic philosophers to add flexibility to the Russellian theory of 

descriptions—for instance, through a greater sensitivity to the context of utterance—

have maintained and even strengthened this segregationist stance on fiction. While 

11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid., p.13. 
13 Ibid., p.14. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
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Russell ascribes falsity to fictional statements, for example, Gilbert Ryle concludes 

that, as “pseudo-designations, fictional statements are not true or false in the ordinary, 

non-metaphorical sense”.16 As such, writes Doležel, they are “not subject to truth 

valuation”.17 Though notably at one with a number of defences of literature against 

philosophical denunciation—Sir Philip Sidney, for instance, notoriously answers the 

charge that poetry is deceptive with the claim that “the poet, he nothing affirmeth, 

and therefore never lieth”18—within an analytic philosophy self-seriously enthralled 

by science, this view often results in a kind of contempt: “The logician,” writes Gottlob 

Frege, “does not need to bother with mock thoughts, just as the physicist, who sets 

out to investigate thunder, will not pay any attention to stage thunder.”19 

In contrast to this rather rigid approach, speech-act theory, in particular as 

systematised by John Searle, shifts our focus from the logical structure of the sentence 

and its ontological underpinnings to an emphasis on the speaker’s situation in social 

space, bringing into view the context within which his utterances have or do not have 

force or felicity.20 Successful reference, on this view, is a matter not only of 

correspondence of a proposition to a given objective state of affairs, but also of a set 

of rules that are in place when one makes a statement: rules concerning not only the 

‘objective’ state of environing affairs, but also the commitment of the speaker to his 

assertion, his sincerity in making it, his willingness or capacity to defend it, his 

acceptance of its consequences, and so on. Speech-act theory plays up the event of 

speech and the active, situated, social nature of discourse in a way that has proven 

attractive to theorists and critics keen to understand the performative nature of 

literary utterance.21  

Yet Searle adopts a similar ontological economy and normative logic to that of 

his analytic forerunners, resulting in what Pavel calls a discursive segregationism.22 As 

such, Searle describes speech-acts involving fictions as “pseudoperformances” in 

16 Ibid., p.15. 
17 Doležel, op.cit., p.4. 
18 See note 1 above. 
19 Frege, G., Posthumous Writings, trans. P. Long & R.M. White, London: Wiley-Blackwell, 1991, 
p.130. 
20 See Searle, J., Speech Acts: An Essay in the Philosophy of Language, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1969 and Austin, J.L., How to Do Things with Words, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1962. 
21 This influence has in many cases been diffuse as well as extensive. For more direct engagements, 
see Hillis Miller, J., Speech Acts in Literature, Standford: Stanford University Press, 2001, and Petrey, 
S., Speech Acts and Literary Theory, New York: Routledge, 2016. 
22 Pavel, op. cit., p.20. 
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which we “use words with their literal meanings without undertaking the 

commitments that are normally required”.23 While this approach “play[s] down the 

existence of intrinsically fictional discourse”, granting that fiction “is an activity rather 

than a mere list of peculiar sentences”,24 it nonetheless insists on a strong boundary 

separating fictional utterances from nonfictional ones, prioritising an undivided reality 

populated by the putatively objective denotata of scientific discourse. Specifically, 

Searle distinguishes between sincere acts of illocution that obey the “axiom of 

existence”,25 on the one hand, and pretended acts of illocution on the other. 

Statements are thus, once again, divided into two groups: those that obtain in ‘the 

real world’ (i.e. are fully referring) and those that do not (i.e. are referentially 

infelicitous). Fictions, of course, fall into the latter category. By virtue of this 

categorisation, Searle also recapitulates the belief espoused by philosophers like Ryle 

and Frege that fictional speech acts are parasitic upon ‘normal’ ones, and as such 

extraordinary and deviant in nature. Indeed, he considers “[a] sentence without an 

actual referent…defective or abnormal”.26 On Searle’s view, it is “an odd, peculiar and 

amazing fact about human language that it allows the possibility of fiction at all”.27  

 

 

  Towards another galaxy 
 

Segregationism, in both its classical and discursive forms, has rightly been subjected 

to a wide variety of criticisms. In a valuable survey of recent approaches to the subject 

of fictionality by philosophers within the Anglo-American analytic tradition, Terry 

Eagleton points out the numerous shortcomings of the ‘truth-value’ approach to fiction 

favoured by philosophers of a segregationist persuasion. Considering the challenge 

offered by contextualism, for example, he notes that “[a] sensational account of one’s 

abduction by aliens which exploits all the familiar devices of science fiction and is 

23 Searle, J. R., ‘The logical status of fictional discourse’, New Literary History, vol. 6, no. 2, 1975, 
p.326. 
24 Pavel, op. cit., p.20. 
25 Searle, Speech Acts, p.77. The axiom of existence: “Whatever is referred to must exist” (p.77). 
Searle goes on, on the following page, to acknowledge the challenge that fictional statements offer 
to this (see p.78). Richard Rorty criticises the metaphysics implied by this axiom in ‘Is There a 
Problem about Fictional Discourse?’ in Rorty, R., Consequences of Pragmatism (Essays: 1972-1980), 
Minneapolis: University of Minesota Press, 1982, pp.110-138. 
26 Pavel, op. cit., p.27. 
27 Searle, ‘The logical status of fictional discourse’, p.325. 
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placed next to Arthur C. Clark in bookshops is likely to be taken as fiction, even if one 

wrote the novel in a spaceship speeding towards another galaxy”.28 On the other 

hand, however, “I may intend my account to be fictional only to see it universally 

taken as factual”29—and, qua ‘factual’, wanting: “There is the case of the eighteenth-

century bishop,” recalls Eagleton, “who threw Gulliver’s Travels into the fire 

exclaiming indignantly that he didn’t believe a word of it.”30 Furthermore, such 

categorisations of texts seldom, if ever, remain permanent: the status of texts can 

change from non-fictional to fictional, as in the case of the Bible, which “for most of 

the Western intelligentsia has moved from history to fiction”.31 Likewise, statements 

that start out fictional can become statements of fact, as in the case of a National 

Enquirer story “reporting that Michael Jackson had only six weeks to live, which 

turned out to be almost exactly true”.32  

A more complex problematisation emerges when we attempt to apply 

segregationist ideas to trans-sentential phenomena like novels or poems, which are 

frequently acknowledged, even by segregationists, to be multiply internally fractured 

along fictional and nonfictional lines. “Literary texts,” Pavel observes, “like most 

informal collections of sentences, such as conversations, newspaper articles, 

eyewitness testimony, history books, biographies of famous people, myths, and literary 

criticism, display a property that may puzzle logicians but that doubtless appears 

natural to anyone else: their truth as a whole is not recursively definable starting from 

the truth of the individual sentences that constitute them. Global truth is not simply 

derived from the local truth-value of the sentences present in the text.”33  

Riffing on this theme, Eagleton notes that, albeit in a sense of ‘truth’ that the 

classical segregationist would likely refuse to recognise, a text might be seen as 

coming closer to the truth of a nonfictional situation precisely by diverging from the 

facts:  

 

Among other things, the point of fictionalising history is to reconfigure the 
facts in order to throw into relief what you take to be their underlying 
significance. This need not smack of a Stalinist ploy. It means that if you are 

28 Eagleton, T., The Event of Literature, p.109. 
29 Ibid. 
30 Ibid. 
31 Ibid., p.115. 
32 Ibib., p.114. 
33 Pavel, op. cit., p.17. 
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writing a historical novel about Florence Nightingale, you might highlight just 
what a quintessentially Victorian figure she was by judiciously suppressing the 
fact that she survived well into the twentieth century.34 

 

In the same vein, Eagleton also offers the even more complex (if slightly more 

propagandistic) example of “an Egyptian government newspaper [that] doctored a 

photograph of world leaders involved in the Middle East peace process by placing the 

Egyptian President in front of his US counterpart, on the grounds that the Egyptian 

leader had done more to advance the peace process than the American one”.35  

Yet one need not proceed to these arguably more ‘poetic’ consequences of 

hermeneutical globalism to recognise the challenge it presents to the strict 

segregationist: one may grant neither the nonfictionality of Don DeLillo’s Mao II 

simply because its opening sentence refers to “American sunlight”, a phrase that many 

a segregationist would surely agree has a correlate in reality at least from time to 

time, nor the fictionality of a biography of Napoleon Bonaparte, simply because it 

inaccurately stated his birthweight or referred to his having had an imaginary friend 

in childhood.36 Indeed, texts classified as fictional not infrequently contain a 

significant number of claims that are empirically accurate, while a text is conceivable 

that is “true in its every word but nevertheless fictional”.37 One could readily generate 

further examples of such ambiguities of status. The point that they go toward 

demonstrating is that the fictionality or nonfictionality of a statement—or indeed of a 

collection of statements that are granted generic unity—does not inhere in it.  

The speech-act theory devised by Searle does, as indicated above, employ a 

richly contextualist, pragmatic approach to communication of the kind that one might 

expect to make it more generously attentive to the kinds of phenomena discounted by 

classical segregationism. But, as stated, in its adherence to the axiom of existence, it 

34 Eagleton, op. cit., p.116. 
35 Ibid. 
36 Landy offers this attempt at a capsule summary of fiction: “If I believe the story I’m telling and you 
know it’s false, I’m making a mistake; if you believe what I’m saying but I don’t, I’m telling a lie; but 
if neither of us believes it, and if both of us know that neither of us believes it, then the chances are 
that I’m spinning a fiction.” (Landy, J., How to Do Things with Fictions, Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2014, p.3) This description, while at least emphasising the sociality of the fictive, is far too 
reductive. I unpack the notion of fictionality more thoroughly as this section progresses, and I 
engage with Landy’s book in detail later, but we might note in passing two problems with Landy’s 
definition: first, it problematically implies the identity of fiction and story; and, secondly, it 
underemphasises the fluidity of these three categories and the so the ambiguity of our relation to 
them at any given time. 
37 Eagleton, op. cit., p.114. 
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views itself as establishing rules for distinguishing between serious or genuine speech 

acts (i.e. literal-referential) and nonserious or pretended ones (i.e. fictional or 

metaphorical and therefore parasitic or etiolated) ones. In establishing such rules and 

describing their effects, however, it relies on a highly idealised picture of the 

communicative subject and its community. It attempts, for example, to stabilise the 

illocutionary modality of utterance with reference to the intention of the speaker. In 

setting up the subject-speaker as the “originator of fictional discourse”,38 it considers 

this subject-speaker to be fully self-present and self-mastering, countenancing a 

speech situation that is both completely stable and totally transparent. As Pavel points 

out, “[the] notion of an ideal speaker in possession of an elaborate linguistic 

competence, knowing his syntax, the meanings of words, the speech-act rules 

controlling his beliefs and expectations, is a modern offshoot of the Cartesian subject, 

that motionless master of an inner space entirely under his control”.39 This ideal of 

self-possession is refuted by the innumerable everyday speech situations in which it is 

clearly not the case, nor remotely close to being the case, that one fully understands 

what one is saying or what one means to say (a classic conditioning factor for 

psychoanalysis); nor how what one says will be taken by others; not to mention 

situations in which one speaks and is partially or fully misunderstood, by others or 

even by oneself. 

Such objections are amplified in reflections on literary experience. As new 

criticism and structuralist poetics have both pointed out, in most cases of reading one 

neither needs to, in theory, nor does, in practice, refer to the author to establish the 

referential status of a text. Furthermore, in the process of reading, we often place the 

kinds of questions answered by the rules of speech-act theory in various degrees of 

abeyance: as Eagleton notes, one “can read non-fictional discourse without pausing to 

wonder whether the author is being truthful, sincere, knows what he is talking about, 

could brandish evidence to back up his claims and so on”.40 Furthermore, we are 

frequently called upon in relation to literary fictions, as in relation to our daily 

commerce with the world, to lend statements “some provisional credence while 

38 Pavel, op. cit., p.20. 
39 Ibid., p.22. The impossibility of finally determining the context of a speech act is famously raised, 
during a discussion of Austin’s writing, in Derrida’s essay ‘Signature Event Context’, collected in 
Derrida, Margins of Philosophy, pp.307-330. Elements of the reaction Derrida’s views provoked from 
Searle are addressed in Derrida, J., Limited Inc, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1998. 
40 Eagleton, op. cit., p.154. 
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reserving ultimate judgment”41: the complex relationship to texts provoked by many 

an ‘unreliable narrator’ depends on precisely this ability. Given the chance to defer to 

the author, moreover, one might well find an advisor of severely limited authority, 

himself as much an alienated ‘reader’ of his past statements as anyone else. “Perhaps 

he is half-sincere,” Eagleton suggests of the Cartesian-Searlean subject, “or hasn’t a 

clue how truthful he is being, or maybe it doesn’t matter.”42 In more general terms, he 

points out, “[i]t is not at all uncommon not to know whether you believe something 

or not”.43  

To such objections regarding the ideality of the picture of the communicative 

subject offered by speech-act theory, we might add, following Pavel, that “there are 

few areas where the Cartesian notion of a subject-speaker is less appropriate than 

literary utterances”44: “Speech-act theorists neglect the persistent testimony of 

storytellers, bards, poets, and writers who so often mention a vicarious speech 

experience as a central aspect of poetic acts,” writes Pavel.45 He goes on: 

 

To show that the Cartesian image of a well-individualised speaker in full 
control of his voice does not fit the production of literary fiction, it may be 
enough to think of the complexity and elusiveness of the originating voice in 
literary discourse. The writer as an individual, the authorial voice, the 
narrator, reliable or not, the voices of the characters, distinct from one another 
or more or less mixed together, undercut any attempt to comment on fiction 
as if it had one well-individuated originator.46 

 

 This observation regarding the non-univocity of literary texts opens onto the 

question broached in the previous section in relation to Flaubert, whom I argued 

made conscious attempts not only to prevent the question of ‘who is speaking?’ from 

being answered, but also to militate against any final decision about whether his texts 

should be taken seriously or not.47 Just as texts dubbed fictional incorporate 

41 Ibid., p.126. 
42 Ibid., p.154. 
43 ibid., p.125. 
44 Pavel, op. cit., p.23. 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
47 So too does it recall the fragmentary, many-layered approach of the Jena fragments, the 
authorship of which is, as noted earlier, a complex issue. Landy notes a similar issue, as it happens, 
in his reading of Proust, noting the author’s contradictory espousal of various ‘laws’ throughout In 
Search of Lost Time, see Landy, Philosophy as Fiction, pp.24-36. We might also take this to raise the 
broader question of the centrality of the character of ‘voice’ to literary discourse. 
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numerous statements of an arguably nonfictional nature, making it problematic to 

ascribe to them a straightforward status of fictionality, so too do they frequently 

contain statements that might well be taken seriously, making it difficult to ascribe to 

them a global status of nonseriousness. Pavel points out that Searle makes an attempt 

to distinguish “between fictional statements and genuine assertions inserted by 

writers in stories”48 in order to account for moments in which it appears that a claim 

pertaining to ‘the real world’, or that ‘really’ expresses the author’s own view, is being 

advanced in a literary work. In particular, this observation seems to have been 

prompted by instances of authorial interjection or moralistic aside. Pavel rightly notes 

that “authors do not always straightforwardly express their wisdom: important 

gnomic passages often are put in the mouth of a character (le raisonneur in French 

classical comedy); on other occasions characters display their own brand of wisdom, 

which from the author’s point of view may appear quite fictional but which can 

nevertheless appeal to readers and genuinely contribute to their enlightenment.49  

 Of course, we lack any transcendent authority or criteria for knowing with 

certainty which statements in a text should be considered serious and which should 

not. Yet this is somewhat beside the point. “The digressions of Settembrini, Naphta, 

Arnheim, or Pickwick certainly are invented speech acts and lack ‘seriousness’ in 

Searle’s sense,” writes Pavel, “but perhaps invention should not be identified here with 

mere pretence; like the mime’s gesture, the wisdom of fictional characters can, on 

occasion, become an authentic source of inspiration for the reader.”50 One might also 

note that the serious and pretended do not, in any case, reliably overlap with the 

significant and the trivial: Eagleton points out, for instance, that “pseudo-propositions 

like ‘The quality of mercy is not strain’d’ have a lot more force than genuine 

propositions like ‘This gerbil looks a bit off-colour’”.51 Once again, the relation 

between global and local status is one of mutual complication. Literary fiction, avers 

Pavel, “does not make its relevance felt only through ‘serious’ statements inserted on 

purpose by the writer”52. Once again invoking the notion of referential globalism, 

Pavel writes: “Like theories, fictional texts refer as systems, and just as in physics it is 

often impossible to set apart ‘genuinely’ referential elements from the mathematical 

48 Ibid., p.25. 
49 Ibid. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Eagleton, op. cit., p.130. 
52 Pavel, op. cit., p.25. 
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apparatus, in fiction one does not always need to keep track of pretended and genuine 

statements, since global relevance is apparent in spite of such distinctions.”53 One 

might add, finally, that the ‘seriousness’ with which we receive a statement in literary 

text, if we still wish to consider the matter in these terms, can and often does change 

within the course of our reading it. 

Neither classical nor discursive segregationism entails a view on the value of 

literature; writers of a segregationist bent may never pass any explicit judgment on 

any particular work of literature as such. However, to the extent that they more or less 

strictly argue the ontological nullity of fiction, to the extent that they argue for a more 

or less strict demarcation between the fictional and nonfictional, and to the extent 

that they associate literature with the former and attach themselves to the authority of 

the sciences in association with the latter, it is fair to say that literature, while perhaps 

recognised as a bearer of largely accidental and so inessential (and probably 

regressive) cultural importance, can occupy only a very modest (and probably 

disreputable) role in a segregationist intellectual economy, possessing only secondary 

importance as an object of study—especially of philosophical reflection. It is perhaps 

for this reason that segregationists have furnishes us with so few tools for the analysis 

of literary works. Indeed, it seems to falter when it attempts such analysis. On a 

segregationist view, as deviant phenomena, literary works may prove useful as devices 

for testing hypotheses; but the notion, for example, that a literary work might 

instantiate a legitimate mode of thought is an absurdity, beneath argument.54 

Literature, on a segregationist view, can have little to do with truth, in any rigorous 

conception of the term. Just as, in the previous section, we saw artworks discounted 

as ‘merely aesthetic’, here we see works of literature discounted as ‘merely fictional’.55 

We have already seen that segregationism is so riven with problems as to 

become dubious by its own standards. Even if this were not the case, however, we 

might suspect that its approach to literature is untenable, for it seems to shut down a 

discussion of literature before it can begin. Pavel suggests that the numerous problems 

53 Ibid. 
54 Within literary studies, a segregationist approach generally treats “the content of fictional texts as 
pure imagination without truth value” (Ibid., p.11). As Pavel puts it, “an activity that consists mainly 
of uttering referentially defective sentences will be regarded with suspicion and dismay.” (Ibid., 
p.27) 
55 The deeper roots of such philosophical realism lie, as we have seen, in the Platonic understanding 
of the literary work of within a particular conception of mimesis: as the distorted representation of a 
distorted representation. 
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presented by segregationism stem from the inappropriateness of applying models to 

literary phenomena simply because they have proven productive in the domains of 

inquiry for which they were originally developed—namely, in the cases reviewed here, 

mathematics and the exact sciences. “[T]he criteria and restrictions applicable in these 

situations do not necessarily fit all fields of inquiry,” he writes, Pavel suggests that “the 

requirements of aesthetics and poetics may well be less stringent than those of the 

philosophy of mathematics and science, and in studying fictional statements tolerance 

may be the most appropriate attitude.”56  

To this end, he contrasts the “external approach” traditionally embraced by 

segregationists—in which one “relate[s] fiction to a more general theory of being and 

truth; in this case, since the ontology of the nonfictional world would prevail, fictional 

names would lack denotata, fictional statements would be false or spurious, and 

metaphysical segregationism would be vindicated”—with an “internal approach”: one 

that “would not so much aim at comparing fictional entities and statements with their 

56 Ibid., p.16. The call for an internalist approach implies a deeper and more far-reaching objection 
to segregationism than that it has failed to provide the assistance expected by the jobbing literary 
critic. Pavel outlines the salient issue with reference to speech-act theory in particular: “The rules of 
assertion, the notion of a speaker in full control of his utterances, as well as the distinction between 
serious and pretended utterances, are all based on a set of specific assumptions about our collective 
behaviour. These rules and distinctions presuppose that collective behaviour in general and 
communicative behaviour in particular are of two well-defined types: normal or serious behaviour is 
governed by a finite set of constitutive rules that function like social conventions and are fully 
known by the members of the community; that marginal or nonserious behaviour involves a 
suspension of the serious conventions and their replacement by specific conventions of ‘parasitic’ 
speech, equally well mastered by the participants.” (Ibid., p.26) Eagleton voices a similar criticism: 
speech-act theory, he writes, cleaves to “too univocal a model of so-called ordinary speech” and thus 
too “fixed [a] standard from which fictional acts can be said to deviate” (Eagleton, op. cit., p.153). 
The opposition of the serious and the nonserious, or the normal and the abnormal, along with the 
assumption of a parasitic relation of the second term upon the first, is, of course, not restricted to 
speech-act theory. Indeed, Pavel suggests that it belongs to segregationism as a principle spanning 
and structuring multiple fields of theory and practice, one that he sees as intimately connected to 
the Derridean notion of logocentrism (ibid., p.26). “Advantageous as it may be in accounting for 
certain normative phenomena,” writes Pavel, “segregationism, discursive or otherwise, tends to 
marginalise phenomena that do not fit its framework. By taking for granted the existence and 
stability of linguistic conventions, speech-act theory neglects the dynamism of their establishment 
and their inherent fluidity.” (Ibid.) In contrast to the segregationist, one might begin from an 
assumption that we first encountered as an intuition of Early German Romanticism, namely: “the 
assumption that social behaviour contains an adventurous, creative side and a tendency to ossify 
successful novelties into the conventions of normality”: “Under such a view, normal and marginal 
behaviour belong to a continuum and share a considerable number of traits; the rules in force in 
some society at some point in its history are by no means the only possible or definitive choice; 
members of the community do not master these rules entirely. Such an ‘integrationist’ approach will 
lead us to consider marginal behaviour as a manifestation of the creative side of social behaviour, 
and its marginality as relative to the undue canonisation of transitory normality.” (Ibid.) On this 
view, “‘[m]arginal’ referential practices such as myth or fiction manifest the innovative side of 
referential processes and are perceived as marginal only in contrast to some culturally determined 
ossification into normality” (ibid., p.27). 
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nonfictional counterparts (for, obviously, a comparison of this sort would have to 

admit the vacuity of fictional names and the falsity or spuriousness of statements 

about them) as at constructing a model that represents the users’ understanding of 

fiction once they step inside it and more or less lose touch with the nonfictional 

realm”.57 At the level of ontology, for example, the contrast between an externalist and 

internalist approach is stark: “while in dealing with scientific concepts one may feel 

justified in eliminating nonexistent entities, the poetics of fiction needs a technique 

for introducing such entities. The purpose of the poetics of fiction cannot consist in the 

purification of language and ontology: on the contrary, poetics must account for 

unregimented linguistic practices and construct appropriate descriptive models to help 

us understand what happens when we use fictional statements.”58 The call for an 

internalist approach—one that treats literature not as derivative or pretended or 

parasitic, but instead as “a social practice in its own right”59—is, then, at the same 

time a call to develop more nuanced, flexible, and active conceptions of language, 

representation, cognition, and ontology; one that acknowledges that “fiction is not an 

extraordinary phenomenon”,60 let alone “an anomaly, marginally accepted by a 

straightforward but tolerant speech community”.61 

 

 

Reality as fiction 

 
  A brief history of fiction 

 

In the face of the universalising claims of segregationism, it is worth remembering 

that fictionality, far from being an ahistorical feature of all human cultures, is a 

distinctly modern notion. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word 

‘fiction’ appears in the English language for the first time in 1398.62 It begins to 

acquire its synonymy with certain kinds of prose writing only some two hundred years 

57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid., p.16. 
59 Eagleton, op. cit., p.153 
60 Ronen, R., Possible Worlds in Literary Theory, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994, p.21. 
61 Pavel, op. cit., p.27. 
62 See ‘fiction, n.’, Oxford English Dictionary Online, Oxford University Press, 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/69828?rskey=0NScgZ&result=1, last viewed January 26, 2018. 
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later, around the end of the sixteenth century—a relation cemented in the nineteenth 

century, against the backdrop of the triumphant positivism inherited by the likes of 

Russell. Fiction belongs to a family of words spanning multiple European languages—

for example, the Italian finzione, meaning pretence or sham, and finta, meaning feint 

or dummy, and the French feindre, meaning to fake or feign—that, in their typical 

usage, would seem to lend their support to a segregationist interpretation (as do such 

related words, within English, as feign and figment). The common root for such terms, 

however, is the Latin verb fingere. Fingere can indeed connote dissembling, 

pretending, counterfeiting, and deceiving; yet its central meanings intend creation 

and invention in a less pejorative sense. Here, fingere—alongside the later fictiō (to 

contrive, to imagine, or to devise)—by way of notions of shaping and fashioning, of 

forming and formation, also relates to ideas of training, teaching, or instruction. This 

etymological shift significantly reflects what is at stake in the transition from this 

earlier mode of consciousness to the modern segregationist effort to thoroughly 

disambiguate the fictional.63 

 As much can be further appreciated by comparing the status and experience of 

fiction with that of myth, especially in terms of the stability of their respective 

“ontological distance”64 from their users. To the “mythological mind” 65, the characters 

and events of the mythic tale are understood as actually existing, albeit on a 

somewhat different plane of reality or in a past that is ambiguously both ours and not. 

“[R]emote as it may be from profane territories,” writes Pavel, “the world of myths is 

not perceived by its users as fictional”66: the divine interacts with, or until some time 

recently interacted with, the profane; inhabiting the same cities as those who 

recounted their stories and propitiated them with sacrifices, “Zeus, Hercules, Pallas 

Athena, Aphrodite, Agamemnon, Paris, Helen, Iphigenia, and Oedipus were not 

fictional in any sense of the term”,67 even if they were not “felt as belonging to the 

63 See the Oxford English Dictionary Online reference cited in note 63 above. For a critical discussion 
of the etymology of ‘fiction’, see Kimball, S., ‘Literature, Fictionality, and Self-Presence’, Fiction and 
Art: Explorations in Contemporary Theory, ed. A. Sukla, London: Bloomsbury, p.229. For a discussion 
of the historical development of fiction’s establishment as a discursive mode and of its synonymy 
with literature, especially the novel, see Gallagher, C., ‘The Rise of Fictionality’, The Novel, Volume 1 
– History, Geography, and Culture, ed. F. Moretti, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2006, 
pp.336-363. 
64 Pavel, op. cit., p.78. 
65 Ibid., p.41. 
66 Ibid., p. 79. 
67 Ibid., p.76. 



 140 

same level of reality as common mortals”.68 They were “distant, sometimes 

inaccessible, but at the same time nobly familiar, eminently visible”.69 Indeed, the 

combination of nearness and remoteness of the figures of myth is what allow them to 

serve as “the very paradigm of truth”70: far from being somehow inferior to the lived 

space of mortals, the sacred but permeable space of the gods and heroes “is endowed 

with more weight and stability than the mortals’ space”.71 To this “archaic frame of 

mind”,72 the important distinction to be made “is not between actual and fictional but 

between the insignificant and the memorable”,73 where the insignificant indexes the 

merely mortal or sublunary while the memorable indexes the ambiguously 

supervening ideal space of divinities. 

 By contrast, today we understand myth as fiction and “we understand fiction 

as a realm effectively cut off from the actual world sub speciae veritatis”.74 The ascent 

of the scientific materialism of the Enlightenment was predicated on the inversion of 

the order of myth described above: profane material reality, previously characterised 

by “ontological paucity and precariousness” in contrast with a sacred or mythic realm 

that was “ontologically self-sufficient”,75 became the substantial, enduring and 

privileged term of the opposition, while the domain of fiction, which had grown to 

encompass a far greater range of phenomena, previously thought to actually exist, 

became—as described in the previous section—ontologically dependent and 

cognitively suspect. As such, the important distinction became that between fiction 

and nonfiction.76 These historical and etymological reflections serve to remind us that 

“the strict delimitation of boundaries between fictional and nonfictional territories is 

not a universal phenomenon”; that “[f]ictional domains have undergone a long 

process of structuring, ossification, and delimitation”.77  

68 Ibid., pp.76-77. 
69 Ibid., p.79. 
70 Ibid., p.76. 
71 Ibid., p.77. 
72 Ibid., p.79. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid. This is not to say that mythological consciousness was incapable of self-critique: this or that 
myth could always lose its purchase and slide into a kind of implausibility reminiscent of the 
fictional. 
75 Ibid. 
76 It is worth reiterating that the anti-mythic bent of philosophy in modernity echoes that of 
philosophy at its founding: Socrates, precisely by his banishment of the poets, attempts to introduce 
his own ‘modernity’ into an Athens deeply devoted to the gods, a polis deeply structured according 
to myth. 
77 Pavel, op. cit., p.76. 
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 The reflections of early Enlightenment thinkers made decisive contributions to 

the fictional domain as we have inherited it, with all its problems and ambiguities, 

today. Early empiricists, for example, pursued a strongly segregationist agenda. 

Wolfgang Iser locates one of the seminal articulations of this position in the work of 

Francis Bacon.78 In pursuing knowledge of the material world, Bacon, much like 

Descartes, considers “the human mind” to be “its own obstacle”79: to know Nature 

only through our representations is, for Bacon, to be irremediably cut off from it, 

lacking a transcendent point of reference that would assure us of the veracious 

understanding by the subject of the object. Our senses—recently revealed in their 

natural inferiority by the advent of the telescope and the revelation of heliocentrism—

are not to be trusted, for they often give “false information”.80 A more insidious 

problem than the inadequacy of the senses, however, is our misguided and uncritical 

handling of their data: more specifically, the contamination of such data by what 

Bacon refers to as the Idols of the Mind (Idola mentis)—“figments of the human 

mind”.81 For Bacon, writes Iser, such idols “are signs of an inadequate distinction 

between mind and Nature; they occur when the mind mingles itself with Nature”.82 As 

Bacon puts it: “as an uneven mirror distorts the rays of objects according to its own 

figure and section, so the mind, when it receives impressions of objects through the 

sense, cannot be trusted to report them truly, but in forming its notions mixes up its 

own nature with the nature of things”.83 Bacon’s taxonomy of idols corresponds 

variously to both collective and personal ideas through which we confront reality, 

from cognitive mechanisms of generalisation and analogy to institutional forms of 

linguistic and philosophical dogmatism.  

 However natural these may appear to their uncritical users, they are “the 

debris of the old cosmology”84: a mode of myth, functioning to explain or secure our 

place in a world that is being revealed, as modernity dawns, not only as standing 

beyond our straightforward comprehension, but also—and more importantly—as 

78 I follow Iser’s account of Bacon relatively closely here. I also depend heavily on his account of 
Hans Vaihinger and Nelson Goodman in the following pages. 
79 Bacon, F., Selected Philosophical Works, ed. R.-M. Sargent, Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing 
Company, 1999, p.93. 
80 Iser, W., The Fictive and The Imaginary: Charting Literary Anthropology, Maryland: JHU Press, 
1993, p.94. 
81 Ibid., p.98. 
82 Ibid., p.97. 
83 Bacon, op. cit., p.80. 
84 Iser, op. cit., p.97. 
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working against our survival. That survival, meanwhile, is increasingly understood as 

a matter of our own efforts, rather than one of providence. As our apparent capacity 

to reverse this relationship with nature—that is, to become its master—comes into 

view, the purpose of knowledge begins to shift: explanation becomes valuable to the 

precise extent that it facilitates self-preservation. With the recognition that this end 

depends upon our accurate comprehension of the way nature works, and that this 

accuracy can be achieved only by the thorough scrutiny of received ideas and 

traditional authority, the task of the philosopher becomes a critical one: Bacon 

considers it the chief preparatory task of his nascent science to debunk idols, to 

unmask fictions, such that “a more perfect use and application of the human mind 

and intellect [may] be introduced”.85  

 Bacon proposes to perform this extirpation of myth through a “logic of 

research”,86 the central procedure of which is the experiment. Although Bacon accepts 

that “the gulf between mind and Nature”,87 as Iser puts it, cannot be overcome, he 

avers that through the “artificially devised” construct of the experiment, the mind 

“closes with nature, and comes to the very brink of operation, if it does not actually 

deal with it”.88 To be sure, the experiment depends for its contrivance upon the 

heuristic of the hypothesis—in Bacon’s terms, the ‘anticipation of Nature’; such 

anticipations, however, are to be discarded as false the moment they fail to prove 

themselves. Those anticipations which survive the rigours of this logic, those that 

‘close with nature’, on the other hand, are to be understood as laws of nature. The 

distinction thus drawn between fictions and laws takes on a cast of certainty: laws 

state, effectively, how things must be in nature; fictions do not, and are to be cast 

aside. 

 Yet the distinction is premised on Bacon’s pragmatic definition of truth—

“what in operation is most useful,” he writes, “that in knowledge is most true”89—that 

answers only to what Iser would call the anthropological necessity of his context: “to 

command nature in action”.90 The ‘objectivity’ of the logical procedure that Bacon 

proposes dissembles that fact that both fiction and law are constructs of one and the 

85 Bacon, op. cit., p.73. 
86 Iser, op. cit., p.107. 
87 Ibid., p.101. 
88 Bacon, op. cit., p.79. 
89 Ibid., p.150. 
90 Ibid., p.77. 
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same capacity of the subject. As Iser puts it, Bacon “[can] only unmask the 

fictitiousness of idols because Nature was dissected under the auspices of a different 

[but equally fictional] order”,91 a fact that leaves him open to the very charges of 

dogmatism he levels at his predecessors. Indeed, his fundamental insight into the 

fictitiousness of erstwhile ‘laws’—those of myth—depends precisely on the possibility 

that fictions and laws may collapse into one another. 

 

 

  Philosophers of perhaps 

 

As discussed earlier, in ‘Philosophy and Literature’, the nineteenth century was 

characterised by the ascent to epistemic dominance of the natural sciences and of a 

philosophy premised on an instrumentalist conception of truth. Advances in science 

and technology would serve to buttress ideologies of progress and narratives of man’s 

mastery of nature, the double ambition announced by Bacon. The dominant 

intellectual culture, premised on segregationist assumptions, continued to cement the 

fictional as ontologically remote and parasitic, and thereby as alien to truth, just as it 

continued to reify the mirroring positivities of scientific discourse. Literary culture 

itself happily contributed to this reification: as Thiher points out, nineteenth-century 

realism often enthusiastically imbibed the principles of philosophical realism (one 

thinks of Balzac’s epistemic ambitions or Zola’s ideal of the novel as report92), in part 

in an attempt to maintain some sense of epistemic purpose within increasingly 

segregationist culture.93  

Yet just as the nineteenth century produced sceptical literary writers like 

Flaubert, so too did it produce a counterculture of philosophers who sought to look 

past the hubris attached to such hubristic narratives. Such thinkers hoped to 

understand more deeply the consequences of the modern rejection of the sacred and 

mythic, as well as the soundness of humanity’s new self-conception and claims to 

knowledge. Within this iconoclastic set were a number of philosophers who sought to 

overturn the empiricist and rationalist dismissal of fictionality in particular. In 

developing his own account of fictionality, Iser focuses on two of these closely: 

91 Iser, op. cit., p.107. 
92 Discussed later in this dissertation, in ‘Novel and Essay’. 
93 See, once again, Thiher, Fiction Rivals Science, especially his ‘Introduction to Literature’s Encounter 
with Science’ (pp.1-36) and first chapter ‘Balzac and the Unity of Knowledge’ (pp.37-80). 
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Jeremy Bentham and Hans Vaihinger. 

Both Bentham and Vaihinger undertook their critiques of fiction with a largely 

(and at least in Vaihinger’s case explicitly) Kantian framework. Recall that Kant’s 

‘Copernican turn’ amounted to a radical departure from the view of human knowledge 

pursued by earlier epistemologists of a representationalist persuasion. Where the 

latter had sought to reconcile subjective representations with their external objects, 

Kant had argued that objects cannot but conform to such representations; for Kant, 

we know reality only through its appearance to us, and though we might infer a 

numinous realm beyond such worldly phenomena, we can say nothing meaningful 

about it, for it cannot be an object of knowledge. For the structure of the world Kant 

substitutes the structure of the human mind. In differing ways, both Bentham and 

Vahinger attempt to develop upon such a conception of knowledge, paying attention 

to the constitutive role of the subject in its encounter with reality; in so doing, both 

rehabilitated the concept of fiction to develop new ways of thinking about the 

relationship between language and cognition on the one side and reality on the other. 

In Bentham’s Theory of Fictions, this involved arguing for the central role of 

fictionality in discourse. The entities produced by discourse, he suggests, may be 

divided into two classes: those real and those fictitious. The opposition between these 

classes, however, is not that maintained by the segregationists reviewed in the 

previous section. First:  

 

A real entity is an entity to which, on the occasion and for the purpose of 
discourse, existence is really meant to be ascribed. Under the head of 
perceptible real entities may be placed, without difficulty, individual 
perceptions of all sorts: the impressions produced in groups by the application 
of sensible objects to the organs of sense: the ideas brought to view by the 
recollection of those same objects; the new ideas produced under the 
influence of the imagination, by the decomposition and recomposition of 
those groups:—to none of these can the character, the denomination, of real 
entities be refused.94 

 

And second: 

 

A fictitious entity is an entity to which, though by the grammatical form of the 
discourse employed in speaking of it, existence be ascribed, yet in truth and 

94 Bentham, J., Bentham’s Theory of Fictions, ed. Ogden, C.K, London: Routledge, 2000, p.10. 
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reality existence is not meant to be ascribed. Every noun-substantive which is 
not the name of a real entity, perceptible or inferential, is the name of a 
fictitious entity. Every fictitious entity bears some relation to some real entity, 
and can no otherwise be understood than in so far as that relation is 
perceived—a conception of that relation is obtained.95 

 

Bentham adds that we should, “[b]y a fictitious entity, understand an object, the 

existence of which is feigned by the imagination—feigned for the purpose of 

discourse—and which, when so formed, is spoken of as a real one”.96 Reflected in 

grammar, the relationship between real and fictitious bodies in discourse is typically 

prepositional. For example, “every body must either be at rest or in motion”.97 

Bentham explains: 

 

This, taken it the literal sense, is as much as to say—Here is a larger body, 
called a motion; in this larger body, the other body, namely the really existing 
body, is contained. So in regard to rest. To say this body is at rest is as much 
as to say—Here is a body, and it will naturally be supposed a fixed body, and 
here is another body, meaning the really existing body, which is at that first-
mentioned body, i.e. Attached to it, as if the fictitious body were a stake, and 
the real body a beast tied to it.98 

 

Real and fictitious entities, then, are not seen to be in opposition, but are inextricably 

entangled with one another, each the other’s condition of availability to us. For 

Bentham, we understand the real only by bringing the unreal, the ‘feigned’, to bear on 

it: “[w]hat is attributed through perception and inference to real entities turns out to 

be classifications by a feigning imagination, and these classifications exist solely by 

means of language”.99 Since the presence of real entities is always mediated by that of 

fictional ones, entities are, then, never present to us as raw data, but instead only “in 

a state of conditionality”100—that is to say, in a state of modal and relational 

particularity. 

Where Bentham focuses on fictional entities in their discursive moment, 

Vaihinger, in The Philosophy of ‘As-if’: A System of the Theoretical, Practical and 

95 Ibid., p.114.  
96 Ibid. 
97 Iser, op. cit., p.120, my emphasis. 
98 Bentham, op. cit., p.13.  
99 Iser, op. cit., p.120. 
100 Ibid. 
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Religious Fictions of Mankind, emphasises their role in cognition, along with their 

systematisation as cognitive models within a variety of theoretical and practical 

domains, including those of science and religion. He refers to his own project as one 

of “conceptual realism”,101 but it is also clearly of subjective-idealist derivation, 

involving an even more radical displacement of the real by the fictional than 

Bentham’s.  

Whereas Bentham holds more strictly with rationalist tradition in construing 

the conscious subject as standing at a critical remove from his own fictionalising 

activities, and from this remove being able to interrogate them in order to discern 

reality from illusion, for Vaihinger, consciousness is “no longer an epistemological 

court of appeal but is itself the source of feigning”.102 There can be no apprehension of 

the sensible, for Vaihinger, that is not already fictional. Here he depends on a Kantian 

division of the subjective faculties, wherein the sensible is given over to the productive 

imagination and cognition is delegated to reason and understanding, the fictions of 

the former shaping the latter: 

 

psyche works over the material presented to it by the sensations, i.e. 
elaborates the only available foundation with the help of the logical forms; it 
sifts the sensations, on the one hand cutting away definite portions of the 
given sensory material, in conformity with the logical functions, and on the 
other making subjective additions to what is immediately given.103 

 

Fictional cognitive models, on this view, derive their value from that which they make 

available to us through their exclusions and reductions. They cannot finally articulate 

or express a pre-existing reality; instead, fictions allow us to take hold for pragmatic 

reasons—perhaps only momentarily, perhaps for an epoch—of the elusive world 

present in the imagination.  

To the extent that fictional models thus establish relational systems, however, 

they can never be understood as purely conceptual or discursive, as merely posited by 

101 Vaihinger, H., The Philosophy of ‘As-if’: A System of the Theoretical, Practical and Religious Fictions 
of Mankind, trans. C.K. Ogden, Mansfield Centre: Martino Publishing, 2009, p.208. The author 
contrasts his approach with nominalism: “Nominalism in its extreme form rejects the employment of 
forms of thought, upon which, after all, the whole of human science is based, and fails to recognise 
the practical utility of such logical artifices. Conceptual realism, on the other hand, follows the 
equally unreasonably and unalterable human tendency to objectify the subjective, and hypostatise 
the purely logical.” (pp.208-209) 
102 Iser, op. cit., p.130. 
103 Vaihinger, op. cit., p.157. 
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the subject: cognition here depends on an inscrutable moment of imaginative 

recognition, of resemblance, that exceeds cognition proper. Resemblance, that is, 

depends upon a gap across which identification must work and which is thus 

necessarily contained as a moment, as a possibility for self-consciousness or 

falsification, within every identification. The fact that in what phenomenology 

describes as the ‘natural attitude’104 we do not tend to realise the fictional nature of 

cognition, Vaihinger attributes to a process of reification through which, over time, 

useful fictions are allowed by their contexts to be hypostatised into dogma: “the 

psyche,” Iser writes, “falls victim to self-deception”.105 According to the “Law of 

Ideational Shifts”—reminiscent in function what Adorno sees as the regressive 

moment of the dialectic of enlightenment—our dogmatic self-deceptions usually fall 

victim, eventually and for one reason or another, to bouts of scepticism, allowing us 

to recognise them for the organising fictions they were all along.106 

Both Bentham and Vaihinger appear to share a critical disdain for the 

epistemic pretensions of earlier epistemologists. Neither believes that we ever have 

unmediated access to the world, stripped of all subjectivism. In a sense, they conclude 

that we are in a deep sense cut off from the world—a conclusion that radically 

undermines the Enlightenment hope that we might understand it. “The desire to 

understand the world,” writes Vaihinger, “is…ridiculous, for all understanding 

consists in an actual or imaginary reduction to the known.”107 For them, to understand 

the nature of knowledge, the pragmatic aims that are repressed by thinkers like Bacon 

should not be dissembled: the resources of cognition and language amount to 

practical tools for manipulating reality, not penetrative theoretical means of knowing 

it with any degree of certainty or finality. Indeed, they share the view that reality 

must be considered an open-ended process in which our language and consciousness 

play a constitutive role, rather than as a preexisting substance ‘out there’ that we 

might ever accurately encounter. 

 

104 See note 160 below. 
105 Iser, op. cit., p.136. 
106 See Vaihinger, op. cit., pp.125-134. Vaihinger’s Law of Ideational Shifts examines the 
relationships between fiction, dogma, and hypothesis.  
107 Ibid., p.171. In his ‘Autobiographical’ introduction, Vaihinger recalls an episode earlier in his 
scholarly life when he attracted negative attention for an insistence upon an epistemic humility 
founded in Darwinism: “In my excess of youthful zeal I produced a definition which at the time soon 
became a catchword, and also brought me much hostile criticism:—‘Mankind is a species of monkey 
suffering from megalomania’.” (p.xxxii) 
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  Worldmaking 

 

These themes, of course, are echoed in a wide variety of more recent attempts—

especially those associated with continental philosophy—to rethink the nature of 

relationships between mind, language, subjectivity and reality in ways that depart 

from the tradition of ‘ordinary philosophy’. Indeed, postmodern theory has sometimes 

been summed up as a suspicion of traditional epistemology and an insistence upon 

the precession of fictionality.108 Postmodern theorists have tended, following in the 

footsteps of Bentham and Vaihinger, to emphasise the performative and productive 

character of language and cognition (as well as the limitation of the latter by the 

former). 

Within the philosophical mainstream, such schools of thought have often been 

taken to express a deep and corrosive scepticism, aimed primarily at a nihilistic 

overthrow of order—such was the initial reaction of the philosophical establishment 

to the emergence of what has been called poststructuralism, especially to the 

Derridean critique of the philosophy of language. As noted earlier, in his book Real 

Presences, Steiner traces such poststructuralist scepticism directly to the nineteenth 

century, claiming that, against the backdrop of a faltering theology, the period saw a 

millennia-old order of the logos, characterised even in its sceptical moments by a faith 

in the word’s correspondence to the world, melt into the period of the “after-Word”.109 

Mallarmé’s famous assertion that the word ‘rose’ means the absence of all flowers, 

Steiner claims, represents a radically new depth of scepticism, predicated on a view of 

language as utterly and inescapably self-enclosed and self-referring, and of the 

meaning it produces as internally relational. This eventuates, for Steiner, in the 

internal-relational model of linguistics propounded most famously by Saussure; then, 

in the work of Derrida, it begets an outright denial of the possibility of any such 

presence as had underwritten the bygone epistemic order: language is a differential 

108 Jonathan Punday in his Five Strands of Fictionality: The Institutional Construction of Contemporary 
American Writing, Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2010, notes overlap between technical 
postmodernist interrogations of fiction—that is, as a distinctly modern “thinking about truth and the 
knowability of the world” (p.9)—and the emergence of the sense, in both cultural studies and 
“popular perception”, that the world “is becoming more fictional than it used to be”, that fiction “has 
wormed its way into spheres of contemporary life where it traditionally was not welcome” (p.1). 
Drawing on the work of Walter Truett Anderson, Punday also connects this view with “the belief 
that our experience of reality is more manufactured than it used to be—more heavily influenced 
both by direct political manipulation as well as by indirect seepage of television and film into 
popular consciousness” (p.1). 
109 Steiner, Real Presences, p.107. 
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network, on this view, in which the presence of meaning, the meaningful presence, is 

infinitely deferred, with words referring only to other words, signifiers to other 

signifiers.110  

Yet scepticism, while indeed providing much of the critical energy of 

continental philosophy since the 1960s, has often been the foil for its renewed focus—

pursued, of course, in varying philosophical vocabularies—on themes we might 

associate with an older sense of fingere. In Foucault, for example, as in Bentham, the 

productive character of discourse, the implication of knowledge in the functioning of 

power, is the point of emphasis. When Foucault refers to his own histories as fictions, 

writes Timothy O’Leary, “he doesn’t mean that they aren’t true, he means that they try 

(and sometimes succeed) in producing an effect that generates a new set of attitudes 

and new forms of practice”.111 In so doing, Foucault’s critical activities depend upon a 

sense that the present reality, constituted itself of attitudes and forms of practice, has 

been itself produced by earlier acts of fiction, acts continually being recapitulated 

(and thus capitulated to) in the present; fictions, on this view, are not copies of the 

world, but additions to it; not mock-ups, but modifications.  

In The Postmodern Condition, meanwhile, Jean-François Lyotard famously 

adapts Wittgenstein’s notion of ‘language games’ to suggest that discourses are not to 

be understood as referring (or not) to a unified reality beyond themselves.112 Instead, 

they generate their own fields of coherence. When one mode of discourse is judged to 

be false, this judgement is typically formed under erroneous transcendental pretences 

by means of what is, in the end, simply another language game, one possessing no 

hierarchical preeminence. Language and knowledge, for Lyotard, are famously to be 

understood in terms of their “performativity”: they are performed and they perform a 

function. For such discursive Darwisnism, if a manner of describing reality ceases to 

perform, it will likely cease to be performed, unless by some happy accident its 

function is transformed.  

What Foucault and Lyotard share here, along with many of their 

contemporaries, is not only a sense of the entanglement of the ‘outside’ sought after 

by philosophical realism with the ‘inside’ of its means, but also a renewed allotment of 

importance, in view of that entanglement, to the creativity of the knowing subject. 

110 Ibid. 
111 O’Leary, T., Foucault and Fiction, London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2009, p.6. 
112 Lyotard, J.-F., The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge, trans. G. Bennington & B. 
Massumi, Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1984, pp.9-11. 
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The mention of Wittgenstein above prompts us to note that such themes have not 

been confined to continental philosophy. Indeed, we might say that fictionality 

increasingly constitutes a region upon the philosophical map where borders between 

the analytic and continental traditions, as between the literary and the philosophical 

disciplines, have arguably lost much of their definition. The enormous influence of 

Wittgenstein’s work since the middle of the twentieth century has seen the 

embeddedness of language and cognition within ‘forms of life’ become a major 

philosophical concern for the analytic tradition.  

In Possible Worlds in Literary Theory, Ruth Ronen notes that the development 

of conceptions of language as situated and pragmatic have also broadened the focus 

on analytic philosophy beyond the constraints of the “long tradition, from Plato to 

Russell” to embrace fictionality explicitly as “a legitimate topic of philosophical 

discussion”.113 Acknowledging the gamut of everyday linguistic behaviours intimately 

related to fiction—acting, feigning, supposing, assuming, hypothesising, dissembling, 

prevaricating, denying, planning, prescribing, and so on)—has called for “more 

flexible approaches to questions surrounding reference, truth values, modalities, and 

possible and inactual situations”.114 Such approaches, Ronen writes, have yielded “a 

growing arsenal of philosophical models dealing with possibility, existence, 

nonexistence, and even with fiction and with other phenomena that undermine 

standard two-valued logic”.115 Such are the resources employed by Pavel, for example, 

whose version of integrationism involves a rich and suggestive development and 

application of philosophical notions of possible worlds, drawing on the work of 

analytic figures like Saul Kripke and David Lewis.116 

Beyond this, however, in viewing cognition as dependent on language, and 

viewing language as creative and instrumental, post-Wittgensteinian philosophers 

echo the instrumentalist views of both Bentham and Vaihinger. In Contingency, Irony, 

and Solidarity, Richard Rorty’s disqualification of philosophy as a locus of 

transcendent authority is based on the assertion that truth is “made rather than 

found”,117 a claim premised—via a study of Wittgenstein, but also of nineteenth 

113 Ronen, op. cit., p.21. 
114 Ibid., p.18. 
115 Ibid. 
116 A valuable recent survey of fictionalism that includes Kripke and Lewis, along with Alexius 
Meinong and others, is Sainsbury, R.M., Fiction and Fictionalism, New York: Routledge, 2009. 
117 Rorty, Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, p.7. 
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century Romanticism and a rediscovery of its insights concerning figural language in 

the work of Donald Davidson, among other sources—on a historicisation of languages 

and, more specifically, “vocabularies”118: 

 

The historicist turn has helped free us, gradually but steadily, from theology 
and metaphysics—from the temptation to look for an escape from time and 
chance. It has helped us substitute Freedom for Truth as the goal of thinking 
and of social progress.119 

 

Rorty’s substitution of the pragmatic for the veridical, of freedom for truth, 

echoes Vaihinger’s characterisation of “the entire theoretical activity of man as a mere 

transit-point with practical utility as the ultimate goal, whether this be taken to mean 

ordinary action or…ethical action.”120 As Rorty points out, objections to the 

correspondence theory of truth have also taken root in post-positivist philosophy of 

science, most notably in the work of Thomas Kuhn. In The Structure of Scientific 

Revolutions, in view of the observation that the greatest scientific breakthroughs tend 

to be not incremental discoveries, but instead paradigm shifts that revolutionise the 

entire way in which phenomena are conceived of, Kuhn distinctly resembles Vaihinger 

in concluding that scientific understanding is not a matter of increasingly accurate 

depictions of an external reality, but instead one of devising more and more effective 

models—or, as Rorty puts it, a question of “the vocabularies in which sentences are 

formulated, rather than…individual sentences”.121 “[T]he fact that Newton’s 

vocabulary lets us predict the world more easily than Aristotle’s,” notes Rorty, “does 

not mean that the world speaks Newtonian”.122 

One recent philosophical characterisation of fiction that cuts across these 

various theoretical movements comes from Nelson Goodman. Fictions, on Goodman’s 

constructivist view, are fundamental to “ways of worldmaking”.123 Moving outside of 

the epistemological project shared, albeit in revised form, by Bentham and Vaihinger 

with earlier modern epistemologists, Goodman abandons completely both the 

fiction/realty dichotomy and the assumption, usually accompanying it, that there is a 

118 Ibid., p.xvi. 
119 Ibid., p.xiii. 
120 Vaihinger cited in Iser, The Fictive and the Imaginary, p.148. 
121 Rorty, op. cit., p.6. 
122 Ibid. 
123 Iser, op. cit., p.153. 
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single world ‘out there’ for representation to latch onto: for Goodman, “there are only 

versions of worlds, without ‘something solid underneath’”.124 His constructivism 

represents a shifting of fundamental philosophical coordinates “from unique truth and 

a world fixed and found to a diversity of right and even conflicting versions or worlds 

in the making.”125 The mistake of epistemology, on Goodman’s view, is a 

preoccupation with substance over function, with product over process—the result of 

what Jeremy Bruner, following Carol Feldman, calls ‘ontic dumping’: “converting our 

mental processes into products and endowing them with a reality in some world”.126 

In what we might see as a realisation of the historicist impulse described above, 

Goodman suggests that worlds are generated out of the materials of other worlds—

“making is a remaking”,127 new comes from old. As Iser summarises it: 

 

Worldmaking…entails taking existing versions apart and putting them 
together again in a different manner, subjecting elements, categories, 
qualities, and complexes to a process of weighting, deleting, supplementing, 
and ordering. These are the syntagmas that regulate the permutation from 
one world version to another. Weighting means reversing emphases, shifting 
accents, and redistributing relevance; deletion means eliminating patterns, 
plans, structures, and functions; supplementing entails telescoping different 
elements, substituting one existing structure or function for another, and 
making additions; ordering involves imposing different relationships on 
patterns and measurements, on proximity and distance, and on correlation 
and derivation.128 

 

“With false hope of a firm foundation gone, with the world displaced by 

worlds that are but versions, with substance dissolved into function, and with the 

given acknowledged as taken”,129 fiction is no longer to be considered a substance or 

entity or structure opposed or added to reality; instead, fiction here dissolves into the 

process from which fact emerges. We might say that, where once fiction was almost 

something, here it becomes almost nothing: fiction figures as differential, impossible 

to separate from, but also impossible to reduce to, the syntagmas and worlds between 

which it establishes relations, both conditioning world versions and emerging from 

124 Ibid. 
125 Ibid., p.152. 
126 Bruner cited in ibid., p.155. 
127 Goodman, N., Ways of Worldmaking, Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1978, p.6. 
128 Iser, op. cit., pp.158-159. 
129 Goodman, op. cit., p.7. 
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them. The validity of worlds is characterised not by their truth, which is an effect 

internal to worldmaking, but instead by their use. This leads to an equivalence, 

impossible for Vaihinger and Bentham to articulate, between the discourses whose 

worlds were previously associated with reality and those that were set over against it: 

“Cervantes and Bosch and Goya, no less than Boswell and Newton and Darwin,” 

writes Goodman, “take and unmake and remake and retake familiar worlds, recasting 

them in remarkable and sometimes recondite but eventually recognisable—i.e. re-

cognisable—ways.”130 As a result, “our worlds are no more a heritage from scientists, 

biographers, and historians than from novelists, playwrights, and painters”.131 Where 

the segregationist, as we have seen, has little time for the work of literature, and 

offers few tools for discussing it on its own terms, the integrationist finds the work of 

literature a valuable resource, to the extent that the literary work becomes a paradigm 

of worldmaking. This amounts to a reversal of the traditional epistemologist’s view of 

art: where its acknowledged artificiality was formerly grounds for its dismissal, here it 

is grounds for attention.  

Reflecting on the complex history of the theoretical treatment of fictionality 

we have been exploring, Iser notes that fiction, within both segregationist and 

integrationist accounts, has usually functioned supplementarily; indeed, it has served 

“as a sort of repair kit for conceptualisation”.132 Viewed thus, the reason for difficulties 

encountered by various attempts to conceptualise fiction seems obvious: fiction is 

already at work within attempts at the ontological grounding of fictionality. “It is only 

when fiction becomes the differential between,” he writes, “that it at last dispenses 

with the foundations imposed on it.”133 As Timothy O’Leary points out, the English 

language avails us of the noun ‘fiction’ where in fact we might be better served by the 

verb ‘to fiction’—if not a false usage, then an uncommon and unlovely one, to be sure. 

The development of the philosophical counter-discourse on fiction reveals a gradual 

transition in its construal toward the verb and away from the noun, toward the act 

and away from the substance; meanwhile, “[t]he gradual disappearance of the 

distinction between function and location indicates the historically observable shift 

from fiction as representation to fiction as intervention”.134  

130 Ibid., pp.104-105. 
131 Ibid., p.103. 
132 Iser, op. cit., p.165. 
133 Ibid., p.166. 
134 Ibid., p.167. 
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Fiction and imagination 
 

  Fictionalising acts 

 

Against the backdrop of this kind of integrationism, Iser argues that our encounter 

with the literary text should be considered in terms of “fictionalising acts”.135 These 

acts should in turn be considered, not in terms of the binary of fiction and reality, but 

instead in terms of their engagement of a triadic structure comprising the real, the 

fictive, and the imaginary. 

 

Hence, our task now is to elucidate relations, not to define positions; there is 
no longer any need to assume the transcendental stance that was necessary 
whenever the opposition between fiction and reality had to be explained. The 
triad rids us of such a burden.136 

 

The real, within the proposed triadic structure, “should be understood as referring to 

the empirical world which is ‘given’ for the literary text and generally provides the 

text’s multiple fields of reference”.137 ‘Given’ and ‘empirical’, however, might be 

misleading terms here—it is at a glance perhaps surprising how willingly Iser takes up 

these categories, considering their historical freight. He qualifies this category, 

however, to include: 

 

thought systems, social systems, and world pictures as well as other texts with 
their own specific organisation or interpretation of reality. Reality, then, is the 
variety of discourses relevant to the author’s approach to the world through 
the text.138  

 

The given, then, to borrow Goodman’s distinction, is ambiguously at once the taken—

were it not, it could not be transformed in the way Iser goes on to suggest that it 

can—and what is taken is taken from the past. It follows that what is taken for the 

135 Ibid., p.1 
136 Ibid., p.4. He adds: “We are well rid of it, especially if we consider the latter-day fate of 
epistemology, which, in its struggle to grasp the nature of fictionality, has ended up having to 
recognise its own premises as fictions and, in the face of its ever-increasing implication in the 
fictiveness it is attempting to define, has had to forfeit its claims to being a foundational discipline.” 
(Ibid.) 
137 Iser, op. cit., p.305n2. 
138 Ibid. 
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given is not merely passively situated ‘out there’, but is instead acted out. The fictive, 

in turn, is also understood in terms of “an intentional act, which has all the qualities 

pertaining to an event and thus relieves the definition of fiction from the burden of 

making the customary ontological statements regarding what fiction is”.139 Iser’s 

analysis of this act is explored below.  

The imaginary, finally, Iser employs as “a comparatively neutral concept that 

has not yet been permeated by traditional associations”140—unlike, for example, 

‘fantasy’ or ‘imagination’, which “carry far too many known associations and are 

frequently defined as human faculties comparable with and distinguishable from 

other faculties”.141 Such models of the imaginary perhaps risk collapsing back into a 

kind of positivism, with the corresponding presumption of a transcendental vantage 

point from which it may be clearly, as it were, overseen—a circumscription 

comparable to that undertaken by the segregationist approach to fiction. The 

imaginary, for Iser, is “not to be viewed as a human faculty”; instead, once again, “our 

concern is with its modes of manifestation and operation”, its “describable effects”.142 

The imaginary, however, is clearly not understood as something neatly separable from 

the real, for among its manifestations are everyday events of perception and 

cognition: Iser refers to accounts from a wide range of philosophers and 

psychoanalysts to the effect that “perception cannot take place without a proportion 

of imagination”.143 For Kant, for example, the “continuity and the identity of the 

object perceived can only be established by way of an imaginary ingredient”,144 with 

the imaginary functioning to make present what is absent.145 For Wittgenstein, 

139 Ibid. Iser means ‘intentional’ here in the sense employed by phenomenology. For phenomenology, 
writes Maurice Natanson, “the essence of consciousness is its directionality. All percepetual acts, 
according to Husserl, have one dominant characteristic; they point toward, or intend, some object. 
Thus, all thinking is thinking of something; all willing is willing of something; all imagining is 
imagining of something. Perception is not a state but a mobile activity.” (Natanson, M. Edmund 
Husserl: Philosopher of Infinite Tasks, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973, p.85) It is a 
term that Edmund Husserl inherits from Franz Brentano. For a comprehensive explication of the role 
of intentionality in Husserl’s work, see ibid, pp.84-104. For a closer discussion of Brentano’s notion 
of intentionality, see also Glendinning, op. cit., pp.47-49. 
140 Iser, op. cit., p.305n4. 
141 Ibid. The associations Iser has in mind would appear to stem from the term’s usage in the 
discourses of idealism, phenomenology, psychoanalysis, and so on. 
142 Ibid. 
143 Iser, W., Prospecting: From Reader Response to Literary Anthropology, Maryland: JHU Press, 1989, 
p.273. 
144 Ibid. 
145 Kant’s views on imagination, which in the Critique of Pure Reason he divides into the productive 
and the reproductive imagination, are discussed in Keightly, E. & Pickering, M., The Mnemonic 
Imagination: Remembering as Creative, New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2012, p.59. 
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imagination functions similarly within aspect theory, where all seeing is always 

already ‘seeing-as’, and so (and Kant would offer a similar characterisation) 

perception is not only already proto-conceptual, but also already imagined: the 

present thing is not only grasped in terms of its identity, but also perceived, in terms 

of an absence. 

Momentarily and spontaneously cut loose from its role in perception, 

however, the imaginary tends to manifest itself at the margins of consciousness, “in a 

somewhat diffuse manner, in fleeting impressions”146; it may, for example, “suddenly 

flash before our mind’s eye, almost as an arbitrary apparition, only to disappear again 

or to dissolve into quite another form”.147 It typically presents itself in such cases, he 

suggests, as involuntary, fleeting, and relatively unformed. The suddenness and 

potential arbitrariness of these quasi-perceptual experiences, along with the sense that 

they take place at, in a sense are, the outermost boundaries of consciousness and 

intention, are echoed and amplified in the experiences of dreaming and 

hallucination.148 The experience of the imaginary in relation to the fictionalising act of 

literature, however, is different to that of its manifestations as either perception or 

dream, hovering in a space exceeding yet possessing features of both, as will be 

discussed below. 

Iser contends that the fictionalising act engages its three constituents—the 

triadic structure of the real, the fictive, and the imaginary—in a reciprocal 

transgression of their workaday boundaries. In so doing, it establishes the meaning 

structure of the literary text. The fictionalising act must itself be broken down into 

three interrelated moments or subsidiary acts: selection, combination, and self-

disclosure. In the acts of selection and combination, elements of “referential fields”149 

outside the text are “lifted out of the systems in which they fulfil their specific 

functions”150 and transposed into the tissue of the text. Selection, according to Iser, 

“makes inroads into extratextual fields of reference, and by disrupting them creates an 

eventful disorder, in consequence of which both the structure and the semantics of 

these fields are subjected to certain deformations, with their respective constituents 

146 Iser, The Fictive and the Imaginary, p.3. 
147 Ibid.  
148 These phenomena, among others, are analysed vividly and at length by Jean-Paul Sartre in The 
Imaginary, trans. J. Webber, New York: Routledge, 2004—see especially ‘Part IV: The Imaginary 
Life’, pp.123-175. 
149 Iser, op. cit., p.4. 
150 Ibid., p.5. 
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being differently weighted according to the various deletions and additions.”151 Placed 

in the text, in combinations more or less novel, the elements selected prompt a 

process of cognition in which relations other than those established in the reality from 

which they are drawn are realised: “existing relations” are thus “extended into new 

patterns”.152 The text thus “becomes a kind of junction where other texts, norms, and 

values meet and work upon each other”.153 

The separated-out space within which these new relations are realised is 

established, meanwhile, by the self-disclosure of the text as fictional154: the literary 

text’s status as an as-if construction—which, as we shall see, is closely connected, for 

Iser, to its “aesthetic quality”155—means that the reality the text effects is to be 

bracketed off in a certain way from that out of which its elements are selected. At the 

same time, taking the emergent reality as if it were real “the recipient has to suspend 

his or her natural attitude”.156 Yet this separation and suspension are never total: the 

tripartite fictionalising act is thus characterised, not as an absolute transcendence of 

the ‘real world’ or of the natural attitude, but instead as a cognitive intervention in the 

former via the interruption of the latter. Fictionalising acts of selection “carry with 

them whatever has been outstripped”157; indeed, Iser emphasises that the selection 

process by which the elements of a text are plucked out of their real-world referential 

fields and gathered together “includes and indeed depends upon the function of that 

field in our interpreted world”.158 “This function now becomes virtual,” he writes, 

151 Iser, Prospecting, p.270. 
152 Iser, The Fictive and the Imaginary, p.6. 
153 Iser, Prospecting, p.271. 
154 Iser doesn’t spend much time here describing how this self-disclosure is conveyed. In Prospecting, 
he refers to the influence of genre as a “code element that invokes certain expectations in the reader, 
given his familiarity with the code” (ibid., p.55). Presumably, then, he thinks of self-disclosure in 
terms of generic markers at the text’s margins. A straightforward account of generic self-disclosure 
can be found in Frow, J., Genre, New York: Routledge, 2005. Frow, developing Mikhail Bahktin’s 
account of generic markers, describes the “anticipatory structure” set up in various cultural works: 
“The cues that I encounter are metacommunications,” writes Frow, “[…] specifying how to use the 
text, what what can expect to happen at different stages, and what to do if these expectations are 
not confirmed (for example, how to switch to a different generic framework).” (p.113) Frow locates 
these cues “at the edge of the text” (ibid.). 
155 Iser, op. cit., p.239. 
156 Iser, Prospecting, p.238. Once again, the ‘natural attitude’ is a term derived from phenomenology. 
Within the natural attitude “the ‘world’ is tacitly accepted as ‘real’, as having its ‘being’ out there, 
and as being reliable enough for ordinary pursuits. The words in quotation marks are not taken as 
problematic for common-sense men”; the natural attitude is “precisely pre-reflective and enmeshed 
in a naïve living of its own experience” (Natanson, op. cit., p.20). It is not a wholly unproblematic 
one, as Natanson points out: “How is it possible to say anything about unreflected-upon life without 
introducing some alteration of it in the very act of analysis?” (Ibid.) 
157 Iser, Prospecting, p.239. 
158 Ibid., p.237. 
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“and provides a background against which the operation of restructuring may stand 

out in relief”.159 A similar virtualisation, meanwhile, takes place in the act of 

combination: where selection establishes a relational operation involving the text and 

the world from which it is drawn, combination potentiates an intratextual relational 

process, whereby the elements selected “mutually inscribe themselves into one 

another”,160 thus “inscribing the absent into the present”.161 “Every word” of the 

literary text thus “becomes dialogic”.162 Finally, the natural attitude remains “present 

as a virtualised background against which comparisons may be made and new 

attitudes may take their shape”.163 What emerges from this process is both more and 

less than the sum of its parts: more, in that what develops from the combinatory 

procedures of the work is irreducible to the empirical materials164 upon which they 

call, and less, in that the newness occurs in a state of aesthetic provisionality—a 

possibility rather an actuality, or better yet an actualisation of (what remains) the 

possible. 

 

 

  Reading and thinking 

 

On Iser’s account, the fictionalising act needs to be examined via the phenomenology 

of reading. That is, in counterpoint to traditional accounts of literary meaning—such 

as those, for example, that emerge from Romanticism, for which meaning emanates 

from the ingenious writer, or from some proponents of structuralism and new 

criticism, who claim it inheres in the text—Iser stresses the creative involvement of 

the reader. The reader is treated not as the passive recipient of a communication, but 

instead as an active participant in the production of the text’s meaning.165  

159 Ibid. 
160 Ibid., p.238. 
161 Ibid. 
162 Ibid. 
163 Ibid. 
164 These being understood, as described above, to be themselves discursive, and so historical and 
social. 
165 Such is the view of a relatively large and diverse group of ‘reception theorists’ whose work I do 
not focus on here. See especially Jauss, H.R., Aesthetic Experience and Literary Hermeneutics, trans. 
M. Shaw, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982 and Jauss, H.-R., Toward an Aesthetic of 
Reception, trans. T Bahti, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982, Eco, U., The Role of the 
Reader: Explorations in the Semiotics of Texts, Indiana University Press, 1979, and Fish, S., Is There a 
Text in This Class? The Authority of Interpretative Communities, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1982. Paul Ricoeur interrogates a number of the central ideas of reception theory in Time and 
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Following Roman Ingarden, whose The Cognition of the Literary Work of Art 

and The Literary Work of Art were major influences on his reader response theory, Iser 

characterises this process of reading quite explicitly as an act of cognition. The literary 

work, for Iser, is not identical to the literary text; indeed, the incompleteness of the 

text is a condition of the work’s possibility. For Iser, as for Ingarden, the text functions 

as a kind of score to be performed: in Paul Ricoeur’s description, it “at once constrains 

readers and sets them free”166: reader and text exist in a “synergetic relation”167 to one 

another. The work itself is the realisation or, to borrow another (perhaps misleadingly 

substantive) Ingardian term, the concretisation of the performance,168 of the synthesis 

prompted by the text and carried out by the reader, who brings his or her own 

“repertoire”169 of interpretative abilities to bear on the task. “In brief,” writes Iser, “the 

sentences set in motion a process which will lead to the formation of the aesthetic 

object as a correlative in the mind of the reader.”170 Since the reader’s production or 

inscription of meaning is accomplished by following the guidelines offered by the text, 

understanding this active production involves focusing on the way in which we attend 

to the literary text as such. 

A distinctive processual mode of understanding, for Iser, is the defining 

feature of such attendance. In literary reading, one cannot perceive the text or 

understand its meaning all at once. Rather, one must read its sentences in an intended 

sequence. To understand these sentences, furthermore, one must grasp the states of 

affairs they represent—what Ingarden first calls “the intentional sentence correlates 

projected by them”.171 In so doing, one must render oneself present to a sequence of 

such correlates, moment by moment, in a process through which the work of art 

gradually accretes as an intentional object in the reader’s mind. “Apperception can 

only take place in phases,” writes Iser, “each of which contains aspects of the object to 

be constituted, but none of which can claim to be representative of it.”172 

To describe this mode of presence to the work that one is oneself by that very 

Narrative: Vol. 3, trans. K. Blamey & D. Pellauer, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1985—see 
especially pp.157-179. 
166 Ricoeur, op. cit., p.178. 
167 Ibid. 
168 See Ingarden, R., The Cognition of the Literary Work of Art, trans. R.A. Crowley & K.R. Olson, 
Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973, and Ingarden, R., The Literary Work of Art, trans. 
R.A. Crowley & K.R. Olson, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973, pp.336-343. 
169 Iser, W., The Act of Reading: A Theory of Aesthetic Response, Maryland: JHU Press, 1980, pp.53-86. 
170 Ibid., p.110. 
171 Ingarden, The Cognition of the Literary Work of Art, p.11. 
172 Iser, The Act of Reading, p.109.  
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presence constituting as a work—and so that object which one is both “caught up in 

and transcended by”173—Iser introduces the concept of the “wandering viewpoint”.174 

This term refers to the sense one has, when reading a literary text, of inhabiting a 

kind of a continuous ‘now’: as Paul Ricoeur puts it, in an approving reference, by 

“placing ourselves within the literary text, we travel with it as our reading 

progresses”.175 Yet the now of the wandering viewpoint can never be understood as 

pure punctuality, self-contained or self-identical: each moment of such presence is 

evanescent and “incomplete”,176 understood properly only in terms of its neighbouring 

moments and the projected whole of the work. In Husserlian terms, presence is here 

to be understood instead as a constantly renewed “point of intersection between 

retention and protension”,177 and indeed as a dialectical interplay between memory 

and expectation, “conveying a future horizon yet to be occupied, along with a past 

(and continually fading) horizon already filled”.178 The wandering viewpoint “carves 

its passage through both at the same time and leaves them to merge together in its 

wake”.179  

“Throughout the reading process,” writes Iser, “there is a continual interplay 

between modified expectations and transformed memories”—in other words, a 

“reciprocal spotlighting of…perspectives”180—and it is through this process that “the 

aesthetic object is constantly being structured and restructured”.181 It is in this 

dynamic and open process of responding to the text, Iser argues, that the 

depragmatisation and recoding of interpretative schemata undertaken in acts of 

fictionalising occur. The work that emerges as the intentional object of this act of 

invention-discovery, of making-receiving, might be understood as a complex of 

distinctions (or, given the dynamism, partial distinctions, which means they are 

partially indistinct), a kind of palimpsest whereupon the old has been, and continues 

to be, multiply reinscribed with the new, the same with the different, and vice versa. 

To put it thus, however, perhaps risks making a positivity of what is in fact an 

ambiguous dialectical structure—a set of negations of negations, one whose ‘ends’ are 

173 Ibid. 
174 Ibid., pp.108-134. 
175 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, p.168. 
176 Iser, The Act of Reading, p.109. 
177 Ibid., p.111. 
178 Ibid., p.112. 
179 Ibid. 
180 Ibid., p.118. 
181 Ibid., p.112. 
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permanently uncertain, always still arriving—if, indeed, ‘structure’ remains itself a 

viable term for describing this kind of object. 

This unfolding process of synthesis should not be viewed as a ladder to be 

kicked away once the aesthetic object is finally ‘transferred’ to the mind of the reader: 

the transfer of the object, one might argue, needs to be recognised as a transfer to 

memory of a living structure,182 or perhaps of a memorial structure to living memory, 

such that it is susceptible of further re-working in the mind as, after reading, life goes 

on. Notwithstanding this open character, a certain autonomy of the object persists: 

weeks, years, decades after reading it, this or that work remains in the mind in a way 

that is distinct and yet is available to be drawn upon and transposed into the flow of 

incidental thought—bidden or not—or instanced in utterance. It thus retains an 

integral (if, occasionally, somewhat sketchy) quality, while nonetheless remaining 

fluid, subject to revision. Re-visibility (in subtle contrast, perhaps, to iterability) is 

important here, for the synthetic operation of literary reading should not be 

understood as a narrowly conceptual or deductive or lexical process. When Iser tells 

us that the fictionalising act of literature is not equivalent to the work of art, but is 

instead “what makes the work of art possible”,183 part of what he appears to have in 

mind is the way that, in possibilising the actual, so too do we actualise the possible: 

that is, just as we outstrip the extant valencies of our empirical repertoire in fictional 

recombination, thus restoring indeterminacy to the determinate, so too do we 

overcome the fleeting, shapeless, uncontrolled quality of the imaginary, granting 

determinacy to the indeterminate. 

As the notion of intentional sentence correlates suggests, Iser’s account of 

reading retains a crucial dimension of representationalism. Iser clearly distinguishes 

his concept of representation, however, from that associated with the tradition of 

mimesis. He suggests at one point that the German term Darstellung—which, recall, 

we encountered earlier in our discussion of Adorno—might in fact be more 

appropriate than ‘representation’, since “[r]epresentation and mimesis have…become 

interchangeable notions in literary criticism, thus concealing the performative 

qualities through which the act of representation brings about something that hitherto 

did not exist as a given object”.184 The fictionalising acts carried out in response to the 

182 Ingarden discusses the ways in which the literary work can be said to ‘live’ in its concretisations—
see Ingarden, op.cit., pp.343-355. 
183 Iser, The Fictive and the Imaginary, p.240. 
184 Iser, Prospecting, p.236. 
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literary text do not aim at the reproduction of the world from which they draw their 

elements. On the contrary, they potentiate an experience of something entirely new. 

Understood in semiotic terms, having been excised from their functional role in the 

empirical world, the signs that constitute the text do not cease to refer. Iser claims 

that the “doubling”185 of the sign in the fictionalising act is a splitting of the signifier: 

 

Rather than removing the semiotic difference between signifier and signified, 
splitting the signifier doubles that difference and, in consequence, allows the 
signifier to be used in other ways. If it no longer means what it denotes, then 
no longer meaning what it denotes becomes itself a denotation, bringing into 
existence something that does not yet exist.186 

 

He further elaborates the concept of the split signifier by borrowing an analogy of 

relation between map and territory from Gregory Bateson: 

 

The relation of language to what it denotes resembles that of a map to the 
territory it charts. All language signs are thus illustrative abstractions of what 
their denotations are related to. […] The split signifier must now support the 
whole map-territory relationship. Its denotation no longer being its meaning, 
it no longer refers to a territory but does remain a map insofar as the 
suspended denotation means something, even if its meaning can only be 
adumbrated negatively. A reversal of the map-territory relationship has taken 
place. Instead of a map denoting a territory, the suspended denotations 
becomes the map, enabling at least the contours of a territory to emerge. The 
territory will coincide with the map because it has no existence outside this 
designation. At the same time, however, it remains distinct from the map, 
because it is a product of the split signifier and not the signifier itself.187 

 

On this view, then, it is not strictly true that, as Terry Eagleton puts it, 

“[f]iction is the kind of language-game which must function in the absence of a 

referent”.188 Eagleton is closer to the Iserian mark when he writes that “[f]ictional 

narratives project an apparent outside to themselves out of their own internal 

activities”.189 We might baulk, however, at his subsequent claim that literary fiction is 

185 Ibid., p.241. 
186 Iser, The Fictive and the Imaginary, p.248. 
187 Ibid. 
188 Eagleton, op. cit., p.163. 
189 Ibid., p.138. 
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therefore simply self-referring or “fundamentally about itself”.190 For Iser, the absence 

within literary experience of what would normally count as a referent “adumbrates 

the conditions under which the not-yet-existing may be conceived, and here the 

imaginary begins to develop its dual countering”.191 That is to say, the repurposing of 

the depragmatised real within the fictionalising act gives rise to a textual map for 

which an imaginary territory emerges. To grasp the intentional correlates of sentences 

is thus to create and experience them, to realise them. 

Iser discusses this imaginary experience—always at once and distinctly an 

experience of the imaginary—that accompanies literary reading, culminating in the 

aesthetic object,192 as a result of “passive synthesis”.193 By this somewhat contradictory 

formulation, Iser suggests that, in the mode cognition central to the literary, the active 

figures as passive, the creative as receptive. Extending the map-territory metaphor, 

one might take this formula to refer to the way in which the countering of the 

imaginary appears to take place almost automatically, “below the threshold of 

consciousness”194: the territory thus appears just as we consult the relevant parts of 

the map. Not only that, but the territory, once constituted, seems paradoxically (albeit 

coherently, in terms of the metaphor) to in some ways exceed and thus condition its 

map—a paradox that we might clearly connect to the sense we have, though whose 

implications I would submit are often and variously overstated, that literary works 

refer to entire and autonomous ‘worlds’.  

Thus we rather remarkably have the sense, when writing or when reading 

literature, that an utterance that does appear to generate its own referent might do so, 

not only well or poorly, but truly or falsely, or even—suggestively, given the moral 

implications of such terms—rightly or wrongly.195 We may furthermore have the sense, 

190 Ibid., pp.137-138. 
191 Iser, Prospecting, p.248. 
192 Iser is specific on this: “the meaning of the literary work is not the same as the formulated 
aspects, but can only be built up in the imagination through continual shifting and reciprocal 
qualification of those aspects” (Iser, The Act of Reading, p.142). 
193 Ibid., p.136. 
194 Ibid., p.139. 
195 Ricoeur notes that the writer of fiction, despite being free from the obligation toward historical 
documents, does not experience an absolute freedom. “The deep affinity between the verisimilitude 
of pure fiction and the unrealised possibilities of the historical past explains perhaps, in turn, why 
fiction’s freedom in relation to the constraints of history—constraints epitomised by documentary 
proof—does not constitute…the final word about the freedom of fiction. Free from the external 
constraint of documentary proof, is not fiction internally bond by its obligation to its quasi-past, 
which is another name for the constraint of verisimilitude? Free from…, artists must render 
themselves free for…. [sic] If this were not the case, how could we explain the anguish and the 
suffering of artistic creation? Does not the quasi-past of the narrative voice exercise an internal 
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in traversing the text’s sentences, that the events and environments constituted in 

their span both precede them and persist after they have, in their entirety, been read 

off.196 Indeed, in a sense it is the intuitive implausibility of denying reality to certain 

such experiences that strikes one, even to the extent that the classic formula 

‘suspension of disbelief’ seems insufficient, if not backwards: however useful and in 

any case practically unavoidable this dialectical formulation remains, it is at least as 

often belief as disbelief that is experienced as suspended in the fictionalising act.  

The flip-side to this sense of disappointment, and in a way its only 

consolation, is the feeling of energetic carryover that nonetheless emerges from, say, 

J.R.R. Tolkien’s Middle Earth or Larry David’s Los Angeles or David Foster Wallace’s 

Boston: the way in which, though in some sense unreal, these places nonetheless 

affect and enliven their reader; they are not only actual as possible, with the logical 

winnowing this implies, but as possible, actual. 

 

 

  Ideation, meaning, significance 

 

What is the significance of the experience of the imaginary referent in literary 

cognition? We can appreciate one aspect of this significance by pursuing further the 

formulation offered a moment ago: that the imaginary, however provisionally, gives 

determinacy to the indeterminate. One way of linking Iser’s account to Adorno’s 

thinking would be to acknowledge this determinacy as a semblance of 

particularisation. Were the recoding undertaken in the fictionalising act simply a kind 

of abstract shuffling of signifiers, it would lack a critical determinacy or force; absent 

the ontological newness generated in the imaginary, there would be no challenge to 

the extant sufficiencies of the signifiers that make up the text; without an intentional 

making-present of something radically absent—not just elsewhere, but as yet 

constraint on novelistic creation, which is all the more imperious in that it does not coincide with 
the external constraint of documentary facts? And does not the difficult law of creation, which is ‘to 
render’ in the most perfect way the vision of the world that animates the narrative voice, simulate, 
to the point of being indistinguishable from it, history’s debt to the people of the past, to the dead? 
Debt for debt, who, the historian or the novelist, is the more insolvent?” (Ricoeur, op. cit., p.192) 
196 What becomes of the character Gately on, as it were, page 1080 of the 1079-page Infinite Jest? J. 
Hillis Miller, commenting on the experience of fictional worlds (via an invocation of the Derridean 
notion of the “subjectile” writes of the disappointment he experienced as a child upon realising that 
the Swiss Family Robinson was a family feigned (Hillis Miller, J., On Literature, London: Routledge, 
2002, p.56). 
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nowhere—there would be no difference set over against the self-same. For Iser, as for 

Adorno, this accounts for the lack of aesthetic potential of texts that appear to simply 

recapitulate generic convention. Conversely, it gives the character of an experience of 

the absence of experience to more unfamiliar texts.197 

The sequence of images that accompanies the reading of a text gives it its 

concreteness and, as such, makes the reading in the strictest sense unrepeatable and 

so singular: whatever general or interpersonal features appear to persist across 

readings, and whatever sense we hold that we might ‘return’ to the ‘world’ of a work, 

a second reading will never be identical to the first, just as a return will always, in its 

own way, be originality in disguise. One can’t step into the same river twice. This is so 

not because of any information contained in the text, in the narrow sense, but rather 

because the horizons of expectation and memory operating in the experience of 

reading are modified, and so the imaginary experience prompted by reading will be 

distinct.198 Obversely, it is general or generalisable features that potentiate the 

particularity of reading, and it is the particularity of reading that lends it its status as 

an event: not just something one does, but something that befalls one. Here again it 

matters that the territory of fictional representation exceeds its map, for in its 

inexhaustible particularity it becomes a source of meaning, rather than a product of it. 

Yet we should not, in emphasising the event of reading, forget its intentional 

becoming: in testing out the degree to which we can grant imaginary experience as 

197 One might ask whether Iser’s approach thus favours literary modernism. Iser objects to the idea 
that The Act of Reading instantiates a “modernist aesthetics” (Iser, Prospecting, p.54), insisting that 
he could have illustrated his arguments about the phenomenology of reading in relation to poetry or 
drama. Meanwhile, the degree to which a text appears ‘unfamiliar’ is entirely a question of an 
individual reader’s experience and competency.  
198 Iser writes: “As meaning develops along the time axis, time itself cannot function as a frame of 
reference, and hence it follows that each concretisation of meaning results in a highly individual 
experience of that meaning, which can never be totally repeated in its identical form. A second 
reading of the text will never have the same effect as the first, for the simple reason that the 
originally assembled meaning is bound to influence the second reading. As we have knowledge we 
did not have before, the imaginary objects accumulating along the time axis cannot follow each 
other in exactly the same way.” (Iser, The Act of Reading, p.149) He goes on to add, even more 
emphatically: “With each new reading, it is only the time dimension that changes, but this alone is 
enough to change the images, for it is their position along the time axis that initiates processes of 
differentiation and combination. This position endows them with all their references and enables 
them to establish their own individual stability. As Husserl once put it, the position in time is ‘the 
fountain-head of individuality’. This position can never be subject to any frame of reference, because 
it only comes about by way of the reciprocal spotlighting of imaginary objects. As the time position is 
not in itself determinate, it provides the foundation necessary for the individuality of each meaning 
realised. This structure and this process will always be the same—it is the product of each realisation 
that is unique and unrepeatable. And, in turn, this structure-determined unrepeatability of meaning 
is precisely what conditions the repeatability of the newness of the identical text. It can never be the 
same twice over.” (Ibid., pp.149-150) 
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actual, i.e. in some sense objectified, we should not lose sight of such experience qua 

act—and, more specifically, as an act of thought. Indeed, it is here that Iser’s 

conception of fictionalising acts and of literary reading present their most profound 

challenge to entrenched philosophical notions of thinking. Iser distinguishes the mode 

of thought characteristic of passive synthesis quite sharply from that of “predicative 

syntheses”,199 insisting that “they are not judgments”200: “Unlike judgments,” he 

writes, “which are independent of time, passive syntheses take place along the time 

axis of reading.”201 Here, once again, we must address the importance of both the 

particularity and non-given character of images in the process of synthesis.202 Properly 

understood, the meaning-making of literary reading never makes it, as it were, as far 

as judgment: synthesis demands a kind of open-endedness in which matters are never 

‘fully resolved’ at any given moment, never transcend their situation within the 

broader unfolding structure of the work, however much their situation may transform 

and by extension transform them, and thus never fully make the transition from 

particular to general.203 To speak of the relation to truth of such thought, if we wished 

to do so, would be to speak of a truth that does not seek to transcend time on the 

model of a predicative judgment, but rather of one that is engendered by the 

temporality of synthesis: a truth that, even as it may prove durable, never manages to 

leave behind its foundational attention to a particular moment—and yet, at the same 

time, that reveals this identity to be established relationally in the flow of time.  

In a related set of comments, Iser distinguishes the meaning of a text from its 

significance, claiming that “a great deal of confusion”204 has eventuated from the 

conflation of the two. Following Ricoeur, Iser claims that they constitute the products 

of two distinct stages of comprehension: “Meaning is the referential totality which is 

199 Iser, The Act of Reading, p.150. 
200 Ibid. 
201 Ibid. 
202 In support of this point, Iser cites Sartre: “One will never really be able to reduce an image to its 
elements, because an image—incidentally, like all psychic syntheses—is something different from 
and more than the sum of its elements. What matters here is the new meaning that permeates the 
whole.” (Sartre cited in ibid., p.147) He then adds: “In the ‘new meaning’ of the image, theme and 
significance are tied together. This is revealed not least by the peculiar hybrid character that our 
images possess during the course of our reading: at one moment they are pictorial, and at another 
they are semantic.” (Ibid.) 
203 Sartre describes the image as “like an incarnation of unreflective thought. The imaging 
consciousness represents a certain type of thought: thought that is constituted in and by its object. 
Every new thought concerning this object will be presented, in the imaging consciousness, as a new 
determination apprehended in the object” (Sartre, op. cit., p.112). 
204 Iser, The Act of Reading, p.151. 
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implied by the aspects contained in the text and which must be assembled in the 

course of reading,” he writes. “Significance”—by contrast—“is the reader’s absorption 

of the meaning into his own existence.”205 Much of what usually takes place in the 

name of understanding or interpreting a text, on this view, amounts to a process of 

relating that, while not illegitimate, is nonetheless a second-order mode or moment of 

processing, whether it appears to travel with the grain or against it. “The significance 

of the meaning can only be ascertained when the meaning is related to a particular 

reference,” writes Iser, “which makes it translatable into familiar terms.”206 If we 

accept this distinction, then the endless possibilities of critical reading in terms of this 

theoretical paradigm or that, each of which may assert its own priority as the ‘real 

meaning’ of the text, give way to a more fundamental process of meaning-making that 

potentiates such readings. It also makes it “difficult, if not impossible, to isolate 

individual phases of this process and call them the meaning of the text, because the 

meaning in fact stretches out over the whole course of ideation”.207 All explicit 

applications of metaphor and metonymy as modalities of textual paraphrase or 

elucidation are rendered secondary. I shall return to this point in the following 

section. 

It should also be added that the term ‘ideation’ is itself something of 

compromise here. In alighting on it, Iser again flirts with the superiority of a German 

term to its commonly used English counterpart: in this case, the verb ‘vorstellen’.208 

Iser writes that this verb means “to evoke the presence of something which is not 

given”,209 but we might add to this definition in terms of content a note pertaining to 

form—in particular, grammar: vorstellen is a verb typically used in its reflexive form, 

and thus one through which the dual sense is apparent that the subject of thought is 

205 Ibid. 
206 Ibid., pp.150-151. 
207 Ibid., p.148. 
208 Beyond the fact that everyday usage of the German word ‘vorstellen’ includes a number of 
ambiguities, there is also a complex history of philosophical usage and its cognates that I cannot go 
into here. For a compact discussion of its development in empiricism and phenomenology, for 
example, see Inwood, M., A Heidegger Dictionary, Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1999, pp.184-186. 
Magee, G.A., The Hegel Dictionary, New York: Continuum, 2010, by contrast, outlines Hegel’s belief 
that legitimate philosophical thought is precisely what overcomes die Vorstellungen or das 
vorstellende Denken, usually translated as ‘picture-thinking’, in favour of pure conceptuality—see 
p.189. Ricoeur, in his Memory, History, Forgetting, trans. K. Blamey & D. Pellauer, Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2004, claims that the image has “been treated with suspicion” by a long 
tradition of “English-language empiricism and rationalism of a Cartesian stamp” (p.5). It has thus 
been “located on the lowest rung of the ladder of modes of knowledge, belonging to the affectations 
that are subject to the connection governing things external to the human body” (ibid.). 
209 Iser, The Act of Reading, p.137n6. 
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both doing and being-done-to, or more precisely doing something to itself (‘Ich stelle 

mich etwas vor’). ‘Ideation’, avers Iser, is perhaps the closest approximation.210 

Iser also carefully distinguishes his use of the idea of the idea from “the 

Lockean tradition” according to which “‘idea’ corresponds to something which 

imprints itself on the mind”.211 For empiricism, Iser writes, images “were ideas, in so 

far as things [by contrast] were perceived”.212 The moment of truth in that empiricist 

formulation is, then, that there is indeed a distinction “between perception and 

ideation”: “[t]he imagistic vision of the imagination is…not the impression objects 

make upon what Hume still called ‘sensation’; nor is it optical vision, in the true sense 

of the term”.213 Yet nor can the ideated image be reduced to the repetition of the 

imprint on the mind’s wax of such sensation, the mere reproduction of a content 

warehoused in memory; to recapitulate an earlier observation, “it is, in fact, the 

attempt to ideate that which one can never see as such”214: “The true character of 

these images consists in the fact that they bring to light aspects which could not have 

emerged through direct perception of the object,” writes Iser. “‘Imaging’ depends upon 

the absence of that which appears in the image.”215 As with Darstellung, Vorstellung—

the nominal form of vorstellen—does not necessarily connote the presentation or 

representation of something detachable from or antecedent to the representational act 

itself; instead, it seems to generate the referent upon which it depends.  

As such, it forestalls the translation of particular into universal, emerging 

instead as a metaxu or middle term that “can be equated neither with a given 

empirical object, nor with the meaning of a represented object, as it transcends the 

sensory, but is not yet fully conceptualised”.216 We might say that it renders the 

putatively active moment of the concept subservient to the apparently passive 

moment of the quasi-percept, the latter becoming a “live element of mental activity”217 

as it lures the former to a kind of immanence. 

Arguing thus for the image as “basic to ideation”218 amounts to arguing for the 

centrality to thought of what philosophy has traditionally repudiated and sought, in 

210 Ibid. 
211 Ibid. 
212 Ibid., p.136. 
213 Ibid. 
214 Ibid., p.137. 
215 Ibid.  
216 Ibid., p.136.  
217 Ibid., p.137. 
218 Ibid. 
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its pursuit of self-purification, to extirpate.219 For to the objective determinacy of such 

reading experience we must add the subjective determinacy of the reading subject. On 

the side of the latter, the temporal specificity of reading and its inclusion of the quasi-

sensory material of the imaginary, entails a matching specificity that includes 

dimensions traditionally expelled from rigorous thought: especially the informing 

capacity of the senses, of situated, embodied attention, along with other 

contaminating features of embodiment—say, the emotional or the affective—that 

come along with them. Indeed, to borrow a point of emphasis from Barthes (whose 

account of reading is in numerous ways complementary to Iser’s): “to read is to make 

our body work”.220 Literary ideation is thus an inscription not only of the cognitive in 

the bodily, but of the theoretical in the practical. The singular configuration of the 

work demands a facing singularity of the reader, above and beyond her constitution 

by the generalities or idealities of the cultural systems by which she is constituted. 

Indeed, the dialectical counterpart—one might hesitate, where Iser does not, 

to say the end221—of the transformation of the empirical through fictionalising acts 

that we have just reviewed, of the shaping of the (‘world’ of the) work, of the 

realisation of the text’s schematic possibilities, is the transformation of the reader 

constituted by the various elements thus put back in play. In transforming the world, 

to the extent that the world is within the reader, the reader transforms himself. Each 

vertical ‘aspect’ or moment of textual experience realised by the reader and installed 

in the provisional totality of the work as the reader passing along the horizontal time 

axis of reading requires that he “occupy the position set out for him”.222 “Although the 

reader must participate in the assembly of meaning by realising the structure inherent 

in the text, it must not be forgotten that he stands outside the text,” writes Iser. “His 

position must therefore be manipulated by the text if his viewpoint is to be properly 

guided.”223 The sequence of positions into which he is manipulated is conditioned by 

but cannot be limited to the reader’s existing or empirical attitudes, Ricoeur suggests: 

“To the extent that readers subordinate their expectations to those developed by the 

text, they themselves become unreal to a degree comparable to the unreality of the 

219 See note 209 above. 
220 Barthes, R. The Rustle of Language, trans. R. Howard, New York: Hill and Wang, 1989, p.31. 
221 The individual reader and his anthropological struggle, as iser identifies it, is surely only one 
moment, for better or worse, in a broader social process of social change. 
222 Iser, The Act of Reading, p.141. 
223 Ibid, p.152. 
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fictive world toward which they emigrate.”224  

This ‘unreality’ of the reader involves a dual movement: not only in order to 

realise the imaginative world of the text must she ‘transcend’ the codes and 

conventions that permit her everyday commerce with the empirical, toward the 

production of a newness that makes her new in turn, and but so too must they 

‘irrealise’ or place in a kind of abeyance empirical reality itself: 

 

if we are absorbed into an image, we are no longer present in a reality—
instead we are experiencing what can only be described as an irrealisation, in 
the sense that we are preoccupied with something that takes us out of our 
own given reality. This is why people often talk of escapism with regard to 
literature, when in actual fact they are only verbalising the particular 
experience they have undergone.225 

 

Iser also relates this notion of escapism to the account of literary reading offered by 

Henry James, namely, ofof having, however temporarily, lived “another life”.226 On Iser’s 

view, however, this experience flows primarily not so much from imaginative 

identification with the characters or dramatic situations of a story, as is commonly 

held, but rather from the more literal ‘becoming another’ of assuming the position laid 

out by the text, of “thinking alien thoughts”,227 as he memorably puts it. I will return 

to explore this significance of the kind of doubling or self-othering at work here 

shortly. 

 

 

  The effect of reading 

 

Iser seems to move between several different notions of how we should understand 

the way the reader is affected by his reading.228 Perhaps this indecision is, in the end, 

appropriate; indeed, it is perhaps the desire for a clear and distinct conception that 

threatens to drive out a more realistically ‘fuzzy’ account. There is merit in retaining a 

pragmatic acknowledgment that any particular theoretical description we give of 

224 Ricoeur, op. cit., p.179. 
225 Iser, The Act of Reading, p.140. 
226 See Iser, Prospecting, p.55. 
227 Iser, The Act of Reading, p.155. 
228 Landy remarks that “Iser, who mostly sees fiction as a route to self-knowledge, periodically lapses 
into deeming it a vehicle for communication” (Landy, How to Do Things with Fictions, p.153n44). 
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literary effects will be one possibility among many—including options not yet 

invented or discovered—and one that makes available further possibilities while 

excluding others. Certainly, I do not take Iser to present any kind of narrowly causal 

account of readerly change, much less one with the kind of ‘scientific’ reliability that 

one sometimes finds lurking in the background of accounts that insist on the morally 

salutary effects of reading literature, the most recent of which tend to be advanced 

against a backdrop of neuroscientific research.229 

 With these caveats in mind, we might begin to approach the matter fruitfully in 

a negative manner. On the one hand, Iser clearly does not want us to think that the 

effect of reading simply follows after we read. As we have seen, it is not the case, on 

his view, that we read first and then reflect/change later. Stated in terms of 

communication, we do not first receive the message and then decode its meaning; 

instead, as detailed above, our seemingly passive reception of literature is in fact 

active ideation; meaning and significance are not one and the same; reading is 

already thinking, already knowing, not merely its propaedeutic. As Paul Ricoeur puts 

it, this recognition might suggest the need to reinstate an older and fuller sense of the 

term aesthesis,230 for which “[a]pplication does not constitute a genuinely distinct 

stage” of comprehending the work, but is instead internal to it: 

 

Aisthesis itself already reveals and transforms. Aesthetic experience draws this 
power from the contrast it establishes from the outset in relation to everyday 
experience. Because it is ‘refractory’ to anything other than itself, it asserts its 
ability to transfigure the everyday and to transgress accepted standards. 
Before any reflective distanciation, aesthetic understanding as such appears to 
be application.231 

 

On the other hand, Iser does seem to suggest that the significance of the sense 

of readerly dividedness—with its popular explanation in the notion of ‘escape’—is 

only fully available if we consider the moment of return from recreative reading: the 

229 Paul Dawson explores a number of such viewpoints—espoused by, among others, Lisa Zunshine 
and Jonathan Gottschall—in his article ‘Ten Theses Against Fictionality’, Narrative, vol. 23, no. 1, 
January 2015—see especially pp.93-95. 
230 Ricoeur wants us to “restore to the term ‘aesthetic’ the full range of meaning of the Greek word 
aisthesis, and…grant to it the task of exploring the multiple ways in which a work, in acting on a 
reader, affects that reader. This being-affected has the noteworthy quality of combining in an 
experience of a particular type passivity and activity, which allows us to consider as the ‘reception’ of 
a text the very ‘action’ of reading it.” (Ricoeur, op. cit., p.167) 
231 Ibid., p.176. 



 172 

moment either logically or chronologically ‘after’ reading. In the process of 

imaginative irrealisation, a gap opens up between what are now at once two 

actualities—that of the ‘real world’ and that of (the world of) the work—and two 

possibilities—the irrealisation of the ‘real world’ returning to it a sense of radical 

contingency, of being only one possibility among others, and so as, however 

temporarily, on par with the world of the work. Fully fledged, the ‘thought’ of the 

literary work, for Iser, involves a closure—or at least the attempt at a reconciliation—

of the gap opened up in the experience of reading. However, no reliable guidance for 

such reconciliation can be present in the work itself: “The fact that we have been 

temporarily isolated from our real world does not mean that we now return to it with 

new directives,” writes Iser: 

 

What is does mean is that, for a brief period at least, the real world appears 
observable. The significance of this process lies in the fact that image-building 
eliminates the subject-object division essential for all perception, so that when 
we ‘awaken’ to the real world, this division seems all the more accentuated. 
Suddenly we find ourselves detached from our world, to which we are 
inextricably tied, and able to perceive it as an object. And even if this 
detachment is only momentary, it may enable us to apply the knowledge we 
have gained by figuring out the multiple references of the linguistic signs, so 
that we can view our own world as a thing ‘freshly understood’.232 

 

 

Literary knowledge 
 

  Awakening 

 

There are, then, at least two moments of this ‘return’ from the refractive experience of 

reading: the first is simply the lingering experience of irrealisation, the strange—or, 

rather, estranged—experience of ‘awakening’, in which the ‘real world’, the 

enlightening effect of its temporary irrealisation already guttering, is momentarily 

refracted through the distorting textual lens to which the reader has just 

accommodated his vision. 

What of the second moment? This is the moment of ‘application’, in which the 

232 Iser, The Act of Reading, p.140. 
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reader refocuses his eyes, perceiving the world properly once again—indeed, more 

than properly, or more properly than before, since he now apprehends it with the 

‘fresh understanding’ acquired via reading. He reenters, reintegrates. Here one 

confronts the problem which has so often presented itself in the philosophical 

interpretation of literature. Even allowing that reading is a mode of thinking—a 

specific one, along the lines described above—we nonetheless face the temptation of 

postulating conclusions from such thinking. We might ask, for example, having 

granted that there has occurred a passage, through the rearrangement of 

depragmatised materials, from the general the singular, how the transition is to be 

made back from singularity to universality. The expectation that such a feat is possible 

is pervasive and long-lived. Indeed, as Eagleton writes, one of the things people often 

mean by “calling a work literary” is “that its meaning is somehow supposed to be 

generalised—that what it presents is offered not just for its own sake but as resonant 

with some broader or deeper significance”233: 

 

It is a notable feature of literature that in reading it for what it says, we also 
take it to be intimating something else. If these two levels are difficult to 
dissociate, it is because the ‘something else’ is not another set of significations 
altogether, but a distinctive way of handling the meanings we are offered, a 
matter of what the linguisticians call uptake. We are meant to be alerted by 
the very word ‘poem’ or ‘fiction’ to the fact that what follows is to be taken as 
exemplary—as having an undertow of moral implications beyond the events it 
depicts or the emotions it registers, which is not generally the case with 
dishwasher manuals or the financial pages of The Times.234 

 

Far from simply being a recent symptom of bourgeois moralism—the attempt to install 

art in the place of religion as a morally instructive discourse—this view extends back 

at least to Aristotle’s poetics, in which “poetry was to be distinguished from history by 

its generality”.235 It can be traced more recently to the work of Derrida, where the 

iterability of language arguably makes exemplarity an unavoidable fate of all its 

works.236 

In keeping with these observations, Eagleton is right to respond to claims 

233 Eagleton, op. cit., pp.81-82. 
234 Ibid., pp.82-83. 
235 Ibid., p.82. 
236 Ibid., p.83. “We can always brood on an Exit sign,” he adds in illustration, “as an ominous 
memeoto mori.” (Ibid., p.85) 
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about the singularity of works with the insistence that “we can indeed discuss works 

of art in general terms, just as we can perfectly well cast our personal knowledge of 

other people in general, propositional form”, and that, as we earlier saw Adorno 

argue, “there is a form of generality at work in the artefact itself”.237 There are indeed 

readerly possibilities, we might agree with Eagleton, “beyond being struck dumb by 

the work’s ineffable particularity, on the one hand, and reducing it to a set of moral 

tags on the other”.238  

I would lay the emphasis, however, on his subsequent point that “there can be 

no simple translation of lived [literary] experience into laws and norms”, that its 

general import “cannot be easily abstracted from their quality and texture”.239 “Art 

thus represents an alternative mode of cognition to Enlightenment rationality, clinging 

as it does to the specific without thereby relinquishing the whole,” writes Eagleton. “It 

is not a question of dismissing the general as a violation of the particular, but of 

grasping a different relation between the two.”240 Eagleton’s ease with this 

contradiction may seem striking when one compares it to the agonised dialectics that 

the issue prompts for Adorno. One wants, in the spirit of the latter, to respond that it 

is in fact all too easy to commit such violations, to lose sight entirely of the fact (or 

never see in the first place) that they are violations; that such interpretative acts of 

generalisation present themselves as entirely simple, and that this is precisely what is 

problematic. Nonetheless, over against the somewhat breezy simplicity of his initial 

treatment, he does seem to allow that any actual solution to the problem will be 

complex. Certainly, it will not be as easy as Searle’s “revealingly reductive”241 aim to 

extract from the literary text its ‘message’. 

Likewise, I do not take Iser to be suggesting that ‘applying’ the knowledge 

gained in reading it is a matter of something like the formation of, or assent to, an 

empirical proposition: no more than it is a matter of physical causality is the process 

of absorbing new knowledge—or ‘the message’, or ‘the lesson’ of the text—a process 

of logical deduction concerning, or the discursive incorporation of, new information. 

Recalling Barthes’s comment on the notion of reading as body-work, ‘incorporation’ in 

its root sense is, however, a suggestive term here—as is Steiner’s comparable 

237 Ibid., p.83. 
238 Ibid., p.64. 
239 Ibid. 
240 Ibid., pp.65-66. 
241 Ibid., p.64. 
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insistence on the notion that we “ingest” works242—and a valuable corrective to the 

perhaps reflexive sense, notwithstanding Iser’s emphasis on the imaginary and its 

affective bases, that the understanding of a literary work is ‘purely’ cognitive, where 

cognition is reduced to, say, the subsumption of intuitions under concepts or 

particulars under universals. 

To make the same point from the opposite direction, Ricoeur is once again a 

helpful reference point. In similar fashion to Iser, who as we have seen emphasises the 

transgressive core of the fictionalising act, and as a complement to his above-cited 

comments regarding aisthesis, Ricoeur insists that reading is to be considered dually 

as both stasis and impetus, as interruption and as call to action243: “inasmuch as 

readers incorporate—little matter whether consciously or unconsciously—into their 

vision of the world the lessons of their readings, in order to increase the prior 

readability of this vision, then reading is for them something other than a place where 

they come to rest: it is a medium they cross through”.244 To describe this crossing-

through, drawing on the work of Hans Robert Jauss, Ricoeur reminds us of the 

category, contiguous with that of aisthaesis, of catharsis: “Aisthaesis frees the reader 

from everyday concerns,” writes Ricoeur, whereas “catharsis sets the reader free for 

new evaluations of reality that will take shape in rereading”.245 More specifically, 

catharsis 

 

sets in motion a process of transposition, one that is not only affective but 
cognitive as well, something like allégorèse, whose history can be traced back 
to Christian and pagan exegesis. Allegorisation occurs whenever we attempt 
to ‘translate the meaning of a text in its first context into another context, 
which amounts to saying: to give it a new signification which goes beyond the 
horizon of meaning delimited by the intentionality of the text in its original 
context’.246 

 

Allegory, then, emerges as one possible solution to the problem of generalisation. If, to 

recall the passage from William Gass that I quoted in the previous section of this 

dissertation, we do indeed make of literary texts “middens from which may be 

242 Steiner, op. cit., p.10. There is an admittedly problematic cultural politics at work in the implied 
opposition of ingestion to mere consumption. 
243 See Ricoeur, op. cit., p.179. 
244 Ibid. 
245 Ibid., p.176. 
246 Ibid., pp.176-177. 
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scratched important messages for mankind”,247 then understanding the scratching as a 

process of allegorisation amounts to an acknowledgement, to deform the metaphor 

somewhat, of the wounds we thus leave in the work. It emphasises the particularity of 

the movement from particular to general, foregrounding the active, situated and 

reflexive nature of instrumental abstraction. At a certain mechanical level, in fact, 

such generalisation recalls the doubling process of fictionalisation as described by Iser. 

 

 

  Inventing the other 

 

If this remains less than completely satisfying, it is perhaps because the idea of a self 

divided and doubled seems to suggest (at least the possibility of) a broader and more 

radical reinvention of the reading subject, a more fundamental process of 

disintegration and reintegration, of transformation, for which the figure of allegory—

at least in the admittedly desultory treatment I have given it here—remains a 

suggestive but somewhat too partial articulation. In a different but complementary 

philosophical vocabulary to Iser’s and Ricoeur’s, Derek Attridge offers an account 

perhaps more adequate to that task, stressing the complexity of the way literature 

affects its reader and, alongside it, the complexity of the reader that literature affects. 

Like Iser, Attridge describes literary meaning as evental and singular, pushing 

traditional notions of mimesis into the background and emphasising instead the 

transformative effects upon the reader of the literary experience.248 In place of Iser’s 

concept of repertoire (and, indeed, of categories like ‘the given’), Attridge uses the 

term “idioculture”249 to denote this “embodiment in a single individual of widespread 

cultural norms and modes of behaviour”250 that help constitute, though do not 

exhaust, subjectivity. Idioculture refers to: 

 

the way an individual’s grasp on the world is mediated by a changing array of 
interlocking, overlapping, and often contradictory cultural systems absorbed 
in the course of his or her previous experience, a complex matrix of habits, 
cognitive models, representations, beliefs, expectations, prejudices, and 
preferences that operate intellectually, emotionally and physically to produce 

247 Gass, Fiction and the Figures of Life, p.25. 
248 Attridge acknowledges his debt to Iser: see Attridge, The Singularity of Literature, p.144. 
249 Ibid., p.21. 
250 Ibid. 
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a sense of at least relative continuity, coherence, and significance out of the 
manifold events of human living.251 

 

Again, as in Iser, this “semblance of coherence”,252 however, requires an ongoing 

labour of “repression or exclusion of some elements and possibilities”, and so is 

“subject to constant challenge from the outside as well as to ongoing tensions 

within”.253 We might say, following Iser, that the power of this matrix stems from the 

way in which it narrows down an otherwise overwhelmingly multifarious reality to 

manageable proportions. It is, in a broad sense, instrumental, allowing us to affect 

and be affected by our physical and social environment in meaningful ways.  

 Yet this habitus, the purpose of which is to facilitate both individual and social 

stability, has a counterpart of instability without which it could not function in the 

variety of different contexts that confront the subject over time. Indeed: “Could we 

examine it diachronically,” notes Attridge, “we would find that its unstable complexity 

is the product of a history of irruptions of alterity, partly assimilated, partly 

resisted.”254 That subjectivity is thus not fully saturated in idioculture means, for 

Attridge, that “I am always, in a way, other to myself”.255 To the same extent that I am 

other to myself, the other is likewise other to itself, insofar as ‘itself’ here designates 

what it is for me or right now or, perhaps, was until a moment ago, within the 

parameters of an extant moment of idioculture. We are, to borrow a term central to 

Critchley’s ethical writings, “dividuals”.256 “It is this instability and inconsistency…this 

self-dividedness,” writes Attridge, “that constitute the conditions for the emergence of 

the other”257—that is, the other as radically, singularly, incalculably other.  

 Such otherness—bracketing here the problem of speaking about it in general 

terms—presents itself to us in the form of newness. This, for Attridge, is part of the 

reason for preoccupation of literary writing and art-making (and also other cultural 

domains, including the scientific and the philosophical) with novelty or newness. Like 

Iser, however, Attridge does not see novelty or newness as emerging ex nihilo; instead, 

251 Ibid.  
252 Ibid., p.25. 
253 Ibid. 
254 Ibid. 
255 Ibid. 
256 Critchley, S., Infinitely Demanding: Ethics of Commitment, Politics of Resistance, New York: Verso, 
2007. Critchley develops this idea in relation to a theory of conscience and in connection with the 
work of Emmanuel Levinas, Alain Badiou, and Jacques Lacan—see pp.38-68.  
257 Attridge, op. cit., p.25. 
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it is achieved in innovative configurations of existing resources, that is, in acts of 

selection and combination. “The other brought into being in a creative event,” he 

writes, “is thus at once implicit in the cultural field and wholly unpredictable from 

it.”258 Thus: 

 

[n]ovelty is achieved by means both of the refashioning of the old and of the 
unanticipated advent of the new; or, more accurately if more paradoxically, 
that the advent of the new is a particular kind of refashioning of the old. We 
may say that the other’s arrival destabilises the field of the same, or that the 
destabilisation of the field of the same occasions the arrival of the other; both 
these statements are true, though each is incomplete without its 
counterpart.259 

 

 Echoing Iser once again, Attridge emphasises that the force of the new—of the 

other’s arrival—through reading depends upon, only truly takes place through, the 

process of its emergence. The gesture is familiar from earlier in this chapter: 

 

Since the other is manifested only in a dynamic process, there would be some 
justification for jettisoning the noun in favour of a verb; even the terms ‘event’ 
and ‘eventness’ are misleadingly nominal, abstracting away from the 
happening they name. Otherness exists only in the registering of that which 
resists my usual modes of understanding, and that moment of registering 
alterity is a moment in which I simultaneously acknowledge my failure to 
comprehend and find my procedures of comprehension beginning to 
change.260 

 

The experience of authentic thought here is cognition’s cognition of itself, thus its 

realisation of its limits, and its consequent—though not wholly subsequent—

rearrangement: experiencing the otherness of the other as such, and experiencing in 

the same moment the otherness of the experiencing self, are interlaced in the porous 

moment of originality. We should note, too, that this insistence on an impure 

258 Ibid. Attridge adds: “To create a work of art, then, is to bring into existence a configuration of 
cultural materials that, at least to a certain group and for a certain time, holds out the possibility of a 
repeated encounter with alterity. In the case of most types of invention, once it has brought about 
change in an individual or culture its work is done: its effects will continue to be felt through those 
applications, reproductions, and reworkings. The artistic invention is strikingly different: though it 
too gives rise to repetitions and developments of various kinds, it retains its inventiveness as long as 
it finds a responsive audience, which is to say as long as it is not wholly and permanently 
accommodated.” (Ibid., p.28) 
259 Ibid., p.24. 
260 Ibid., p.27. 
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ontological moment of singular newness as what thought invents to provoke itself 

toward further thinking depends upon the actualisation of possibility—akin to what 

Iser called the presence of the mutually exclusive: the possible as such is an 

interruption of the actual by the impossible.  

 Thinking is thus thought interrupting itself; it is thus always a renewal, a 

continuation of the old through the accommodation of the new, a reinscription of the 

same as the different, the provisionalisation of what is by what could have been in its 

place. It is the making present of the absent: “We can specify the relation between the 

same and the other a little more fully,” suggests Attridge, “by thinking of it in terms of 

that which the existing cultural order has to occlude in order to maintain its capacities 

and configurations, its value-systems and hierarchies of importance; that which it 

cannot afford to acknowledge if it is to continue without change.”261 Here too, like 

Iser, Attridge notes the ambiguity between activity and passivity of this moment. 

“Creation,” he writes, “is both an act and an event, both something that is done 

intentionally by an effort of the will and something that happens without warning to a 

passive, though alert, consciousness.”262 Yet this porousness of this moment goes both 

ways: this experience of originality, emphatic and ecstatic, is always already in the 

process of falling apart, of becoming part of the flow experience rather than 

distending as an experience: 

 

Otherness, that is, is produced in an active or event-like relation—we might 
prefer to call it a relating: the other as ‘other to’ is always, and constitutively, 
in the process of turning from the unknown into the known, from the other 
into the same. As important as the individual’s new creation are the mental 
and emotional transformations that had to occur to make its existence (as 
singular-turning-into-general) possible.263 

 

A successful work, on this view, is one that fails to be readily generalisable. “The 

shifting and opening-up of settled modes of thinking and feeling”,264 the “[e]vent of 

mental and emotional restructuring265, that Attridge attributes to literature depends 

upon the apparent singularity of encounter, even as it strives to undo it.  

261 Ibid., p.30. 
262 Ibid., p.26. 
263 Ibid., p.29. 
264 Ibid., pp.27-28. 
265 Ibid., p.28. 
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 Such undoing is always, of course, to a great degree possible. Attridge, 

however, does not straightforwardly portray the effect of reading as a process of 

generalisation qua conceptualisation, even in the differently inflected version 

permitted by the notion of allegory. Instead, he consider it a kind of generalisation 

qua normalisation or universalisation, whereby the marginal newness of the different 

gradually or suddenly, and to varying degrees of consciousness, makes its way into the 

proper of the old or the same (indeed, as we have seen, to be marginal is already to 

be at least partially appropriated and potentially mainstream, for Attridge). 

 Importantly, this takes place at the level of practice—through habitualisation 

in our modes of thinking and feeling, the event of difference is assimilated by the 

sphere of identity, such that it becomes, as it were, a non-event.266 Gradually, the 

singularity disappears as such, the novel modes of apprehension it demands simply 

becoming part of the fabric of the everyday; formerly opaque, it becomes transparent. 

A central part of the appeal of Attridge’s approach is that it insists on the translation 

of questions of knowledge into questions of practice, of things into processes; 

however, the temptation remains ever-present to fall back into a kind of ‘knowledge 

talk’ whereby new and old are substantialised. One of the major advantages of 

thinking this way is that it affords a view of thought that overruns generic and 

disciplinary boundaries: construing thought as the creation and subsequent struggle 

to assimilate the other, where the other presents itself as singularity, means that a 

similar kind of thought occurs “in writing, in scientific, mathematical, or philosophical 

thought, in political practice, and in paintings or musical composition, to name just a 

few possibilities”.267 Thinking, in the fullest sense of the term, here means developing 

the ability to respond otherwise than comes ‘naturally’: once again, then, thought 

figures as a capacity for self-criticism, for self-interruption, intimately connected to 

aesthetic experience. 

Attridge acknowledges this most emphatically when discussing the connection 

between response and responsibility, in which responsibility becomes emphatically a 

question of ethical responsibility for one’s aesthetic responses. As stated, this process 

is characterised as a denaturalisation, whereby one’s initial ‘natural’ responses, 

266 Notwithstanding his criticisms of instrumentalist approaches to literature, there is a fairly strong 
sense of progressivism central to this line of thought in Attridge’s work with which I am not entirely 
comfortable and that Attridge does not really address. It would be interesting to consider the ways 
in which this progressivism clashes with Adorno’s thinking on the subject. 
267 Ibid., p.79. 
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thematised in aesthetic refraction, are revealed as in fact the congealed relations of 

history and culture, and therefore as suffused with political and ethical content. This 

is one form of a claim shared by humanist theories whereby if we acquire any kind of 

new knowledge from literature, it is principally knowledge of a moral or ethical kind. 

As Iser reminds us, a major canonical articulation of this claim comes from Erasmus: 

lectio transit in mores.268 Once again, however, it is an idea of millennia-old derivation: 

it is, recall, the very power of literature to (mis)shape morality that informs Socrates’ 

banishment of the poets.269  

As suggested early in the previous section of this dissertation, some of the 

most influential such accounts have argued that such changes take place through an 

engagement with a given literary work’s narrative content. For example, in a position 

that in certain respects echoes Attridge’s largely formalist claim that literary works 

transform idiocultural dispositions such that they can accommodate the other, Rorty 

argues that in replacing philosophical speculation as the principle source of our 

knowledge, literature holds out the possibility of gradually recognising more and 

more of ‘them’ as in fact a part of ‘us’ (where ‘we’ are a democratic confraternity of 

liberals with a strong dislike for cruelty). Thus the ‘lesson’ of a text like Orwell’s 1984, 

for Rorty, is quite transparently a universally portable argument about the abhorrence 

of cruelty and the value of freedom.270 As Jonathan Landy points out, similar positions 

are to be found in the work of writers like Martha Nussbaum and Gregory Currie, 

where the reading of literary fictions is motivated by themes of compassion and 

empathy that are themselves tethered to narratives of liberal democratic citizenship. 

271 In such discussions, the ethically salutary effects of ‘good’ literature are frequently 

taken as much for granted, even presented as “automatic, inevitable”,272 as are the 

definitions of justice they are said to inculcate. Common in such accounts is the 

valorisation of imaginative identification (as if it were not possible to deploy the 

imagination, whether in malice aforethought, ignorance, or sheer indifference, in acts 

of cruelty). 

One distinction that arguably separates such approaches at the level of content 

268 See Iser, The Act of Reading, p.176. 
269 It is also the condition on which some can stay: Socrates, recall, makes room in his ideal republic 
for “hymns to the gods and paeans in praise of good men” (Plato, The Republic, p.351). 
270 See Rorty, R., Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, pp.169-188. 
271 See Landy, op. cit., p.29. 
272 Ibid. 
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from those that pursue a similar agenda at the level of form is a difference between 

moral inculcation—whereby one effectively acquires and learns to apply part of a 

prescriptive-normative code—and ethical experience—whereby one experiences 

precisely the inadequacy of any such code. Indeed, for Attridge the latter comes as a 

kind of revelation, via which the emergence of the other radically threatens to 

overturn the entire field of the same, rather than in the form of some incremental 

addition. If such revelation is an idea of religious provenance—where once the reader 

was blind, now he sees—it is of a protestant authority, yielding a relation to truth of a 

less mediated, more directly personal kind. While, somewhat on the model of 

defamiliarisation championed by Russian formalism,273 this takes the form of a seeing 

of seeing, constitutive of such renewed seeing is also the seeing of one’s erstwhile 

blindness itself: “While affirming the other as other, therefore, I encounter the limits 

of my own powers to think and to judge, my capacities as a rational agent.”274 It 

makes little difference to Attridge whether this encounter takes place as one “attempts 

creatively to formulate fresh arguments or to produce an original work of art or 

philosophy”.275 

Out of such particular experiences of finitude, it should be said, may indeed 

emerge a kind of generalised epistemic humility, a general acknowledgement of the 

blindness that is always a condition of insight, but such would always and necessarily 

remain susceptible to kinds of forgetting (one might even see it eventuating absurdly 

in a kind of numbness: if everything is radically different from, radically other to, 

everything else, it appears that to that very extent everything has become once again 

the same) and so to subsequent experiences of traumatic reawakening. This kind of 

endlessly sceptical or negative disposition notably represents a transfer to the domain 

of literature of an aspiration historically linked to philosophy: Socrates, we might 

recall, is the wisest man precisely because he knows that he knows nothing, a state 

that curiously at once excludes and universalises the experience of being surprised. 

Bracketing these objections, however, here knowledge of the failure of knowledge 

imposes an ethical demand of infinite reflective attentiveness to the particular. 

273 Shklovsky writes: “the purpose of art is to impart the sensation of things as they are perceived 
and not as they are known. The technique of art is to make objects ‘unfamiliar’.” (Shlovsky, V., ‘Art 
as Technique’, eds. L.T. Lemon & M.J. Reis, trans. L.T. Lemon & M.J. Reis, Russian Formalist 
Criticism: Four Essays, Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1965, p.12) 
274 Attridge, op. cit., p.33.  
275 Ibid. 
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It is perhaps unsurprising that writers seeking to overcome the apparent 

impasse prompted by this form/content distinction—with writers like Rorty and 

Martha Nussbaum arguing for generalisation on the one hand and writers like 

Attridge arguing for the value of its strict impossibility on the other—have sometimes 

made recourse to conceptions of knowledge that predate the modern separation of 

fact and value to which that distinction is connected. Thus Eagleton, for example, 

once again civilly offers us a third way, invoking Aristotle’s notion of phronesis to 

suggest the distinct character of the moral knowledge of which literature avails us. In 

counterpoise to the sciences—whose knowledge is unreservedly available to 

propositional articulation—literary works 

 

embody a mode of tacit moral knowledge that cannot be adequately captured 
in general or propositional form, which is not to suggest that it cannot be 
captured there at all. Such forms of cognition cannot be easily abstracted from 
the process by which they are acquired. This is one thing we mean when we 
claim that the form and content of a literary text are inseparable. … The kind 
of moral insight at stake in literary works is thus more like personal 
knowledge than knowledge of facts.276 

 

“Art thus represents an alternative mode of cognition to Enlightenment rationality, 

clinging as it does to the specific without thereby relinquishing the whole,” writes 

Eagleton. “It is not a question of dismissing the general as a violation of the particular, 

but of grasping a different relation between the two.”277 

 

 

  Formative, not informative 

 

A comparable, much more fully elaborated and successful, attempt to overcome both 

the form/content distinction and the impossible imperative of generalisation has 

recently been made by Joshua Landy. In How to do Things with Fictions—the title of 

which intentionally evokes J.L. Austin’s work, and attempts to effect a similar 

transition away from a semantics and toward a pragmatics as did Austin’s focus on 

speech acts—Landy argues explicitly against searching for messages or lessons, at 

276 Eagleton, op. cit., pp.65-66. 
277 Ibid. 
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least as these are typically understood, in works of literature: his broad goal, he 

writes, is “to reclaim fiction from the meaning-mongers”.278 Landy insists on “ceasing 

to talk about what a text ‘says’”—if indeed there is such a thing—and beginning to 

talk about what it does”.279 He suggests that we consider literary fictions280 as 

fundamentally formative.281 If there are lessons to be had in literary works, avers 

Landy, they are to be had neither through what the work explicitly transmits in the 

form of propositions, nor strictly speaking via the challenges of form (at the very least, 

we might say, to the extent that these are taken to be interpretative challenges), but 

instead—and here we might recall our earlier etymological aside on fingere—via the 

experience of the text as an apparatus for instruction. 

Such instruction, Landy suggests, can in no sense be reduced to the moral. 

“Not only does moral improvement through fiction take place far less often than is 

widely suggested,” he writes, “but it is, in addition, not always to be desired.”282 Like 

Attridge, Landy insists instead upon the ethical in contrast to the moral: his critical 

intention, he writes, is to “reinvigorate the pragmatic outlook in its broadly ethical, 

rather than narrowly moral, dimension…by highlighting a way of thinking about 

(some) fiction that is not exemplary, nor affective, and not, properly speaking, 

cognitive either.”283  

Though not ‘properly speaking’ cognitive, literature is posited as a means by 

which to “fine-tune our mental capacities”.284 More clearly:  

 

Rather than providing knowledge per se, whether propositional knowledge, 
sensory knowledge, knowledge by acquaintance, or knowledge by 
revelation—what they give us is know-how; rather than transmitting beliefs, 
what they equip us with are skills; rather than teaching, what they do is train. 

278 Landy, op. cit., p.8. It is interesting, in light of Ricoeur’s above-cited invocation of allegory, that 
Landy mounts a serious critique of allegory as a mode of understanding stories—see ibid., p.45. 
279 Ibid., p.9. He approvingly cites Hans-Georg Gadamer: “an artwork is not something at which we 
stare “in hope of seeing through it to an intended conceptual meaning”, but is instead “an event” 
(Gadamer cited in ibid., p.9). 
280 Landy stresses that this is not a universal category—that is, that there are formative and non-
formative fictions. However, one cannot help feeling that all works should be judged by this 
standard once it is acknowledged: all fictions must be either more or less formative, and Landy’s 
account implicitly suggests that formative fictions are, at least, the most interesting kinds of books 
there are. 
281 It is worth recalling here the deeper connotations of forming and formation that we explored 
earlier in relation to the etymology of ‘fiction’. 
282 Ibid., p.9. 
283 Ibid., p.10. 
284 Ibid. 
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They are not informative, that is, but formative. They present themselves as 
spiritual exercises (whether sacred or profane), spaces for prolonged and 
active encounters that serve, over time, to hone our abilities and thus, in the 
end, to help us become who we are.285 

 

With the exception of the final clause about ‘becoming who we are’—which may strike 

us as unnecessary, but which can in any case be considered with relative agnosticism 

vis-à-vis the question of the teleology of the self—this formulation strikes me as a 

valuable extension on Attridge’s arguments and a valuable complement to the 

arguments we have drawn from Iser’s work. 

That Landy’s view focuses on the formative work of literature is not to suggest 

that it is, in the usual sense, formalist. On the contrary, Landy insists on the content of 

literary works as an essential moment in our experience of them. “Attention to the 

semantic dimension is…always a requirement,” he writes. “It is, however, never the 

point.”286 So it is that form does appear to take priority: 

 

Plato’s dialogues would not function as training-grounds for reasoning were it 
not for the deliberate holes punched into the arguments; Beckett’s novels 
would not function as training-grounds for ataraxia were it not for the 
relentless juxtaposition of claim and counterclaim; Mallarmé’s sonnets would 
not function as training groups for lucid self-delusion were it not for the 
periodic self-reflexive gestures puncturing the mimetic illusion; the words of 
Jesus in Mark would not function as training-grounds for faith were it not for 
their heavy use of ostentatiously figurative language. For each capacity there 
is a specific formal device that corresponds to it, and accordingly a finite set of 
texts that serve as uniquely propitious training-grounds.287 

 

Yet on Landy’s view literature form and content, however essential, are only 

moments of a “process”.288 For this reason, in what we might consider an extension of 

Iser’s emphasis on the temporality of reading—and of literary reading as a temporal 

mode of understanding—Landy stresses the fact that this process takes time: 

 

Message-based theories promise benefits that are the work of a moment (no 
wonder they have become so popular in our impatient age). The training of 
skills, however, always takes time. Formative fictions do their work gradually, 

285 Ibid. 
286 Ibid., p.15. 
287 Ibid., p.12. 
288 Ibid. 



 186 

sometimes indeed in imperceptible increments, and over a multitude of 
phases.289 

 

Indeed, one significant insight provided by Landy’s approach is the emphasis it places 

on the process of re-reading—a practice that, on the view of a simplifying 

communicative model of reading, is to a large extent incomprehensible. Here process 

is revealed—beyond the levels of form and content and of comprehension and 

misprision—as a dialectic of capacity and resistance: “Skills are burnished through 

repeated exercise,” writes Landy, “in a benevolent spiral: the more we are capable of, 

the more demanding our challenges can be, and the more demanding the challenges, 

the greater the impact on our abilities.”290  

To emphasise the contrast between his own pragmatic approach on the one 

side and both formalistic and semantic approaches on the other, Landy takes up the 

concept of the hermeneutic circle first proposed by Wilhelm Dilthey and later used by 

both Martin Heidegger and Hans-Georg Gadamer. In general, this concept has been 

used to suggest the open and reiterative nature of literary comprehension, by which 

part and whole are understood in an open and mutually modifying relationship 

during the unfolding of understanding—a process that necessarily begins with some 

expectation of understanding what is meant by the text, even if the only function of 

this expectation is to be immediately proven false. By contrast: 

 

In the formative circle…we begin not with ‘pre-understanding’ but with what 
one might call a ‘pre-capacity’. We must, that is, already be a little bit good at 
doing the thing in question: a little bit good at following trains of logic, a little 
bit good at handling figurative discourse, a little bit good at standing back 
from our attitudes, a little bit good at juxtaposing claim with counterclaim. It 
is this minimal aptitude that allows us to meet the text’s first challenge—
allows us, indeed, to recognise it as a challenge—and thus to begin fine-
tuning our capacity. It is the fine-tuning, though, that allows us to do better 
with the next challenge, and so on through indefinite turns of the circle. To 
him who has will more be given, but only bit by bit.291 

289 Ibid. 
290 Ibid. 
291 Ibid., p.13. On the one hand, this results in an “elitist” (ibid., p.13) understanding of literature; 
on the other, it serves to liberate us from idea that literature is somehow ‘automatically’ salutary: 
“The approach shared by Plato, Mark, Mallarmé, and Beckett recognises that some readers have 
what it takes to be benefited and others not; that there is always a choice to be made; that a text 
issues offers, not injunctions; and that it is less an obligation than a gift, one we are entirely free to 
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Following trains of logic; handling figurative discourse; standing back from 

our attitudes; juxtaposing claim and counterclaim: these are not particular thoughts 

transmitted by literary texts, but general operations of thought in which they (can) 

train us. To what end? Landy: “From Austen to Woolf, from Plato to Kaufman, the 

central literary device in every formative fiction corresponds not just to a specific 

readerly activity but to a particular top value (what Charles Taylor would call a 

‘hypergood’).”292 So it is that Landy’s own examples end up offering us ways into 

“[t]he life of reason”, “[d]eeper faith”, “[p]olitical engagement”, and so on.293 Indeed, 

the link is so fast, for Landy, that the following kind of ‘imperative’ suggests itself: “If 

you stand in need of skill X, you really should be spending time with book Y. And the 

converse imperative—if you are reading book Y, you should be reading it for X—is 

just as (conditionally) binding.”294 

I find this aspect of Landy’s account less than completely convincing. The 

kinds of meta-cognitive, meta-ethical, and meta-aesthetic skills he claims literature 

holds out to us seem to me precisely those capacities that allow us to put such 

‘hypergoods’ themselves into question (albeit often in the project of their renovation). 

If works train us, they train us in capacities that cannot be singularly linked to 

particular goods, however ‘top-line’; indeed, they train us in the abilities to transform 

institutions and categories themselves, not simply become better equipped to 

participate in them. By the same token, while they are presented by Landy as training 

in generic skills—and may indeed end up serving as such—the formative capacities 

granted us by Landy’s own examples are interventions in, and escapes from, 

customary and constraining (and thus particular) modalities of thinking: from the 

literal-mindedness challenged by Jesus’s use of parabolic language to the 

philosophical pretensions of the logos challenged by the ancient sceptics to the 

neurotic pure reason challenged by Beckett’s reply of a seriocomic ataraxia.295 As such, 

they are implicitly a critical practice. 

Just as Landy’s approach arguably draws what is usually termed cognition into 

leave unopened. Formative fictions never force themselves upon us. Without our active 
participation, they will not do their work.” (Ibid.) 
292 Ibid., p.18. 
293 Ibid. 
294 Ibid., p.19. 
295 These are the subjects of Landy’s chapters in How to Do Things with Fictions. 
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the sphere of practice (indeed, even a term like praxis ceases to make much sense in a 

thoroughgoing transposition, since the theory praxis would embody becomes itself 

just more practice), so too does it insist upon recognition as a set of skills, a way of 

proceeding with a matter. Where notions of repertoire or idioculture perhaps risk 

leading us to think more of the cultural content we bring to a text, here we focus on 

spiritual capacities, formative potentialities, abilities to re-cognise, for thought to exit 

and reenter, depart from and return to, itself. Where the Kantian perhaps considers 

recognitive capacities to be a natural feature of the self-reflexive subject, here they 

are—in perhaps a more Hegelian fashion—presented as know-how hard-won, worked 

out, over time. As in Attridge, however, the goal of Landy’s account296 is not only the 

translation of the theoretical into the practical, but also of the epiphanic or revelatory 

into the habitual: 

 

Aristotle is surely right that living well is a matter of acting well, and that 
acting well requires much more than having the correct beliefs, including—I 
would add—the correct beliefs about ourselves. What we need is ‘virtue of 
character’, and virtue of character comes from habit, not from insight. (Indeed 
insight we only be possible in the first place if the ground has been prepared 
by habits.) In other words, meeting the demands of life requires above all a 
range of semi-automatic responses that we have cultivated by means of 
repetition.297 

 

Predictably, perhaps, Landy struggles to offer demonstrations. In arguing, 

above and beyond Iser, that we not only can but should treat literary works in the way 

he describes, and then proceeding to say how we should in individual cases, he stakes 

himself to the very kinds of paraphrastic reduction that he insists is a category error. 

Meanwhile, in walking us through his own dialectical processes of reading particular 

literary works,298 his presentation also sees him skate dangerously close to becoming 

that very type of outmoded professor, holding forth on the one proper use of the text, 

against whom his efforts are explicitly marshalled. 

This risk is most keenly felt when the global lessons he considers present in 

296 One doesn’t want to call it a theory, exactly. It is noteworthy, in terms of its own claims that at the 
level of style it presents itself (in a way, like Austin’s work) in a talkative manner, less as an 
academic tract or even a lecture than as a transcription of classroom conversation. 
297 Ibid. 
298 His reading of Beckett, for instance, proceeds through a series of ten “steps”—see ibid., pp.124-
146. 
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certain texts are articulated wide of the mark: this is, if we’re generous, perhaps less 

the case when Madame Bovary is promoted as “an affective variant of Beckett’s trilogy, 

its shifting point of view fostering an aptitude for the juxtaposition, and thereby 

mutual cancelation, of our emotive investments”299 than when Austen, James and 

Woolf are said to give us “an opportunity to become cannier handlers of social 

information”300 or when Kafka’s works “with their obvious call for interpretation, their 

teasing offer of clues, and their refusal to let any interpretative strategy fully pay off, 

seek to prepare us for a human condition that both demands and resists an attribution 

of significance”.301 Even setting aside questions of authorial intention—what, for 

instance, is the evidence that Kafka, of all people, held any such benevolent pedagogic 

goal?—the claim that readings where we learn other than these lessons or fail to learn 

anything at all are simply misreadings of such texts, cases of “having failed to use 

them correctly”,302 is a stretch.  

The question of how one can claim this so confidently in the absence of any 

firm criteria for what counts as a ‘correct’ reading is not one to which Landy devotes 

sustained attention. Nor is the potentially more interesting question of how authors 

themselves come to possess the original formative capacities in which their books 

uniquely offer training to others. More charitably, however, one can view Landy’s 

work—as I suggested a moment ago—as indicating the way toward a style of reading, 

and especially toward individual acts of reading, that it at least does not seek to 

supplant: that we can roughly indicate in discursive terms what a text is ‘up to’ is not 

to obviate the need to read it; that we can appear to fail to do so indicates as well as 

anything else that we ought to do so. Knowledge of practice, to recapitulate, is not 

necessarily identical to practical knowledge. 

 

 

  Thought as play 

 

Clearly, we might follow these spirals through the work of numerous other theorists, 

tracing the seemingly endless ways in which generality and particularity work on and 

occasionally collapse into one another in the process of literary reading, by turns 

299 Ibid., p.18. 
300 Ibid. 
301 Ibid. 
302 Ibid., p.16. 
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supporting and blocking their ‘application’ or “readerly uptake”.303 In bringing this 

section to a close, I do not intend, as it were, to clean up the mess I have made, finally 

cashing out the oppositions of ‘knowing that’ and ‘knowing how’, of theory and 

practice, of telling and showing, and arrive at one or another answer to the problem 

of literary knowledge as the answer. With sufficient provisionalisation, each of the 

approaches explored above is a critical invention of a valuable kind. What is more, 

though, I believe the mess is itself significant: that is, not merely the result of 

insufficient theorisation, of the absence of a single insight that might, through more 

rigorous argumentation, finally arrive. On a more dialectical view, the apparent 

impossibility of finally resolving such oppositions of general and particular, concept 

and intuition, form and content, combined paradoxically with the felt necessity of 

doing so, may be seen as the inevitable outcome of a certain kind of alienation. On 

such an account, some more general revolution in epistemic circumstance would be 

required to finally solve, or dissolve, these problems.304 

In the later years of his career, Iser, for his part, increasingly favours the 

category of play—a theory, that is, absent finality—as his ‘final’ descriptive category 

for what the literary work is and does, the “umbrella concept”305 for the kinds of self-

303 Eagleton, op. cit., p.82, p.109. 
304 Of Adorno’s approach difficulty, for example, Jameson writes: “this very contradiction between 
the universal and the particular constitutes Adorno's diagnosis of the modern world, and cannot in 
that sense be solved but only thematised and foregrounded, taken as a symptom in its own right. In 
his post-Hegelian philosophical language, reconciliation [Versöhnung]—whether this is understood 
philosophically, existentially, socially, or aesthetically—is very precisely to be taken a lifting of the 
tensions and contradictions between the universal and the particular: the common understanding 
that it involves a reconciliation of subject and object is thus erroneous, except to the degree to which 
object here designates the larger social order and subject the individual or particular. From this 
perspective, then, interpretation as such—the reading of the particular in the light of the absent 
universal—is dialectically transformed and 'sublated': producing a new mode of interpretation in 
which the particular is read, not in the light of the universal, but rather in the light of the very 
contradiction between universal and particular in the first place. Interpretation now means turning 
the text inside out and making it into a symptom of the very problem of interpretation itself. But this 
philosophical solution—if it is one—scarcely removes the local discomfort of garden-variety 
interpretive acts and operations; nor does it effectively address the malaise readers have sometimes 
felt with Adorno's own interpretations. That he was keenly aware of the issue may be judged by the 
following remark on interpretation in a more specifically literary or aesthetic context: ‘What is self-
defeating [das Fatale] about all forms of interpretation of art, even the most philosophically 
responsible kinds, is the way in which they find themselves obliged to express what is shocking and 
unaccustomed by way of what is already familiar, in so far as they must necessarily express it by way 
of the Concept; they thus explain away what alone demands explanation: as passionately as works 
of art long for interpretation, they all equally passionately betray conformism, even against their 
own will.’” (Jameson, Late Marxism, pp.31-32) Jameson’s translation of this final quote differs from 
the edition to which I have referred—see Adorno, Notes to Literature, Volume 1, p.86. 
305 Iser, Prospecting, p.250. 
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transformative cognition I have described in this section.306 In thus reconnecting 

cognition and play, Iser challenges a philosophical tradition running from the ancient 

Greeks through the Enlightenment to twentieth-century analytic philosophy; a 

tradition that, as we have seen, explicitly opposes genuine thought to play, associating 

play with an immaturity that, sufficiently enlightened and subordinated to the reality 

principle, gives rise to the adult sphere of reason. However, in this overturning, play 

and seriousness are not to be simply opposed; instead, Iser wants us to consider the 

seriousness of play. For humans, as for numerous other living creatures, play “begins 

when the space of the habitat expands”, and is thus at once a means for “exploring the 

bounds of the possible” and “preparing for survival”.307 “By allowing us to have 

absence as presence,” Iser writes, “play turns out to be a means whereby we may 

extend ourselves.”308 Such playful excursions and expansions are necessarily 

experimental, he suggests—hence his description of literature, following Dieter 

Wellershoff, not as a mirror of nature, but instead as a “Probierbewegung”,309 a testing 

movement. 

In thus emphasising the seriousness of play, Iser continues a marginal but vital 

tradition of modernist thought. It is a tradition to which Adorno, too, perhaps counter 

to his reputation (including in Iser’s eyes310), belongs. In one of his lectures on 

Negative Dialectics, Adorno remarks upon the paradox that “art is the most serious 

thing in the world, but then again, it is not as serious as all that”.311 He goes on to 

apply the same insight to philosophy: “I believe that only when we face up to this 

306 See especially Iser’s essay ‘The Play of the Text’ in Iser, Prospecting, pp.249-261 and the chapter 
‘Text Play’ in Iser, The Fictive and the Imaginary, pp.247-280. Terry Eagleton notes, somewhat 
disapprovingly, that by this point in his career “been to school with Derrida” (Eagleton, op. cit., 
p.95). On the place of ‘play’ in Derrida’s work, see Glendinng, On Being with Others, pp.80-82. 
Glendinning argues that Derrida uses the notion of play in “both its ludic and its operational senses” 
(ibid., p.80). Echoing Iser’s discussion of the ‘split signifier’, Glendinning later discusses the role of 
play, for Derrida, in “‘splitting the phenomenon’ of language” in order “to account for or ‘think’ ‘at 
once both the rule and the event, concept and singularity’” (ibid. Glendinning is citing Derrida, 
Limited Inc, p.119). 
307 Iser, Prospecting, p.260. 
308 Ibid., p.261 
309 Ibid., p.210. 
310 Iser appears to be unreconciled in his estimation of Adorno. In ‘Changing Functions of Literature’, 
first published in 1986, he criticises Adorno on the basis of a quite reductive interpretation of the 
latter writer’s understanding of the relationship between utopia and literature: “the suspicion looms 
that literature…wants to turn itself into reality” (Iser, Prospecting, p.211). In ‘Toward a Literary 
Anthropology, published in 1989, he adverts approvingly to the Adorno: here, literature “intervenes 
in its real environment and establishes its uniqueness not least by highlighting its otherness in 
relation to the situations that it inscribes into the already charted topography of culture. For if what 
is, is not everything, then what is must be changeable.” (Ibid., p.282) 
311 Adorno, Lectures on Negative Dialectics, p.90. 
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strange duality of philosophy will we be able to do philosophy properly, namely, with 

the peculiar combination of seriousness and what can only be called playfulness, 

without which thinking cannot survive.”312 Indeed, this conviction about the 

essentiality of play to thought is another reason why Adorno attends so persistently to 

art: “Art,” he quips in Aesthetic Theory, “brings to light what is infantile in the ideal of 

being grown up.”313 

 Inverting this witticism, we are prompted to consider what is grown up about 

being infantile. In The Ecstatic Quotidian: Phenomenological Sightings in Modern Art 

and Literature, Jennifer Anna Gosetti-Ferencei identifies a lineage of modernist 

writing that shares Iser’s and Adorno’s enthusiasm for play. In particular, she notes a 

group of thinkers—ranging from philosophers to psychoanalysts to novelists and 

poets—who have turned their attention to childhood as a model for the revivification 

of thought and experience: Schiller, Hölderlin, Wordsworth, Proust, Mearleau-Ponty, 

Gaston Bachelard, David Winnicott and John Dewey are among her many examples. 

Such thinkers, argues Gosetti-Ferencei, have seen childhood an antidote the “fallen 

mature consciousness” of modernity314: “a primitive resource of resistance to the 

abstractions of modern life.”315,316  

 Child consciousness is significant, on this view, because the child’s “concepts 

of reality are not less functional” than the adult’s, but they are “more fluid and 

imaginatively negotiable”.317 If children play more easily than adults, it is because the 

child’s world has more play in it: children demonstrate a ready access, Gosetti-

312 Ibid., p.91. 
313 Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, p.54. 
314 Gosseti-Ferencei, J.A., The Ecstatic Quotidian: Phenomenological Sightings in Modern Art and 
Literature, Pennsylvania: Penn State University Press, 2007, p.53. 
315 Ibid., p.55. 
316 Bernstein ends his magisterial account of Adorno’s ethics with an invocation of the significance of 
childhood experience: “Children’s unformedness, their vulnerability and radical dependence, the 
necessity by which they must love, accept, trust as a condition of survival, the intensity of their 
conceptually unsaturated experience experience of the world, all can always feel like the opportunity 
of a new beginning, one which they bring to their interactions with adults, so almost providing a 
new beginning for them too, albeit one which is forfeit over and over again. It is not only the history 
of suffering that has been hardly noticed by philosophy; childhood, in which vulnerability is most 
perspicuously in evidence, is not much in presence either. In retrospect the official Enlightenment 
view that poses childhood as what is to be permanently overcome appears terrifying in its disavowal 
of the trust and dependencies that make lives minimally livable where they manage as much. If the 
position of the neophyte is intrinsic to human conceptuality, then a more continuous presence of the 
standpoint and meaning of the neophyte in philosophy might shift its outlook, making some of what 
childhood innervates a more established component of our self-understanding.” (Bernstein, Adorno: 
Disenchantment and Ethics, p.455) 
317 Gosetti-Ferencei, op. cit., pp.49-50. 
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Ferencei suggests, to ecstatic experience, experience of the capacity of things to 

become suddenly other than themselves, to exceed their significance in the routine 

uses of quotidian life. Such experience is closely associated with the uncanny: with 

finding the strange in the familiar.318 Paradoxically, however, at the same time as 

child consciousness presents as a kind of ‘distance’ from things, it also instances a 

greater intimacy with the same: “The most sensitive explorations of child experience,” 

she writes, “describe an intimate bond between perceiver and world which is lost to 

the practical minded and more rational adult perception coloured by what William 

James called the ‘attitude of rationality’.”319 True to the notion of the uncanny, then, a 

kind of familiarity grows in the experience of the strange. It is the child’s capacity, in 

play, to suspend and transform reality—to disrupt “the forces that give quotidian life 

not merely its order and regularity but its fixity, its fallenness, the seeming finality of 

its arrangements”320—while maintaining and even deepening its engagement with the 

world that so inspires and attracts the modernists with whom Gosetti-Ferencei is 

concerned.  

 It is not, we should emphasise, that such thinkers seek to revert to childhood 

or the irrational; instead, they attempt to recover the world-making capacities forgone 

in the process of maturation. As Adorno puts it: “Immaturity via maturity is the 

prototype of play.”321 “To retrieve childhood as a source of ekstasis is not to reject the 

real quotidian life, with its order and predictability, in favour of fantasy and reverie,” 

insists Gosetti-Ferencei, “but to re-envision a state of being in which our belief in the 

world is first constituted.”322 She goes on to add: “What is promoted in this literature 

are moments of remembrance of the world’s vulnerability to transformation, and the 

freedom of transforming it, which often fails to be noticed in quotidian life when its 

habits have become rigid.”323  

We might add, then, to the notions of literature as a Probierbewegung, as a 

playful and experimental movement beyond what is, a conception of literary thought 

that inverts the positive proposals for literary knowledge discussed above with 

318 On the notion of the uncanny, the unheimlich, as a disturbance in the economy of 
familiarity/unfamiliarity, see ibid., p.39-40. See also Royle, N., The Uncanny, Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 2003. 
319 Ibid., p.47. 
320 Ibid., p.53. 
321 Adorno, op. cit., p.54. 
322 Gosetti-Ferencei, op.cit., p.85. 
323 Ibid. 
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reference to Landy, Attridge and Ricoeur: it seems equally apt to insist on the ways in 

which, by reading, we unlearn ‘things’, acquire inabilities, loosening the bonds that 

fasten us within the natural attitude.  

Indeed, it is perhaps in the pursuit of such unknowing that literature and 

philosophy find a common root. The state in which such incapacities are rehearsed 

has been described recently by Peter Sloterdijk, in The Art of Philosophy: Wisdom as a 

Practice, in terms of the moment prior to, or beyond, the distinction between theory 

and practice (and thus also, I would add, before the empirico-taxonomic operations of 

genre)324: namely, that “cardinal exercise”325 of phenomenology that Husserl calls the 

epoché.326 The epoché, as Sloterdijk explains, is a procedure of cognitive bracketing in 

which the natural attitude is suspended, the “observing ego” taking the place of “the 

position-taking ego”327: “If life has always meant involvement, phenomenological 

thinking means practicing non-involvement: nota bene, not the lack of involvement in 

the external activity that chronically overworked professors have no time for anyway, 

but in one’s own life where one takes a position. In other words, noninvolvement with 

one’s own self.”328  

This capacity for epoché is tightly linked, for Sloterdijk, to what he calls “being 

elsewhere in thought”329—but which we might also describe also a practiced 

incapacity to be present, to be absorbed in our usual conceptual-instrumental 

324 Practice, for Sloterdijk, implies not only doing, but repetitive doing, “exercise or training” 
(Sloterdijk, P., The Art of Philosophy: Wisdom as a Practice, trans. K. Margolis, New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2012, p.5); practices are thus activities that “develop the practising person and get 
him ‘in shape’ as the subject-that-can” (p.6). Sloterdijk argues that “the traditional approach to 
classifying human action, that is, the familiar distinction between the vita activa and the vita 
contemplativa that intitially related only to monks, was linked with the effect of making the 
dimension of practice as such invisible, if not actually inconceivable. As soon as we accept the 
ingrained difference between ‘active’ and ‘contemplative’ as if it were an exclusive and total 
alternative, we lose sight of a substantial complex of human behaviour that is neither merely active 
nor merely contemplative.” (p.6) Sloterdijk’s view of practice is explored at much greater length in 
Sloterdijk, P., You Must Change Your Life, trans. W. Hoban, Cambridge: Polity, 2013. Translating 
Sloterdijk’s Heideggerian formulation into the negative, we could here speak of play implying ‘the 
subject-who-can-not’.  
325 Sloterdijk, The Art of Philosophy, p.18. 
326 For discussions of the place of the term epoché, as developed by Husserl and deployed in 
phenomenology, see Gosetti-Ferencei, op. cit., pp.21-32. See also Natanson, Husserl, pp.57-62 and 
Glendinning, In the Name of Phenomenology, pp.51-53. 
327 Sloterdijk, The Art of Philosophy, p.18. 
328 Ibid. 
329 This “Elsewhere”, as he points out, has also been theorised as a “nowhere” (ibid., p31). Sloterdijk 
notes that the latter is the answer offered by Hannah Arendt in her Arendt, H., ‘Where Are We When 
We Think?’, The Life of the Mind – Volumes 1 & 2, ed. M. McCarthy, London: Harcourt, 1978, pp.197-
216. 
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commerce with the world, to divide and complicate our own experience. Such, 

suggests Sloterdijk, is the original skill of philosophy:  

 

There is a group of legendary anecdotes and character descriptions about the 
philosopher Socrates that all share a highly significant observation. It suggests 
some kind of extremely peculiar asocial behaviour. Witnesses report that 
Socrates had the habit of ‘sinking’ into thought, as if thinking involved a kind 
of trance or obsessive daydream. According to Xenophon, Socrates saw this as 
‘concentrating the mind on itself’ by breaking off contact with his environment 
and becoming ‘deaf to the most insistent address’.330 
 

As we have seen, however, this skill of ‘irrealisation’ is also the sine qua non of the 

fictionalising act, a gesture of thought that is not only ascetic, as Sloterdijk suggests, 

but also nascently playful. 

 “In fact, Socrates was on an interior journey,” writes Sloterdijk. “In some 

respect, we should see him as an emigrant, as the inventor of a sublime emigration. 

People who think as the early philosophers thought take a holiday from the common 

world and migrate to the alternative world that Platonic metaphysics interpreted 

without further ado as the transcendent world, real life, almost, in fact, the homeland 

of the better part of the soul.”331 Like Iser, Sloterdijk portrays the self as irreducible to 

its actuality, to empirical experience. Noting “the etymological connections between 

the Greek ekstasis and the Latin existential”,332 he suggests that “existing does not 

mean arising in unambiguous localisation but being in a state of tension from here to 

there and from now to earlier or later”.333 The human being, for Sloterdijk as for Iser, 

thus partakes of both “the empirical world and…a supra-empirical one”, comprises 

both “[a] real ego and a bigger self”.334 The person who thinks, then, is the one who 

explores this bigger self, thus briefly escaping—as Iser, borrowing from Kundera, puts 

it—“the trap the world has become”.335  

With this in mind, it is perhaps, after all, the most naïve accounts of the 

experience of literary cognition that are among the most compelling. While one may 

330 Sloterdijk, op. cit., p.27. 
331 Ibid., p.29. 
332 Ibid., p.31. 
333 Ibid., p.31. 
334 Ibid., p.32. 
335 Iser, ‘The Significance of Fictionalising’. He is citing Kundera, M., The Unbearable Lightness of 
Being, trans. M.H. Heim, London: Faber and Faber, 1985, p.221. 
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justly hold reservations about the ideological function of an escapism that is arguably 

implied by the notion of ‘living another life’ through literature, the thought that 

attends literary reading is an experience of ‘going Elsewhere’, a way of traveling while 

sitting still. Where Iser describes play as “a means of crossing boundaries”,336 Pavel 

writes that, in reading, “[we] visit fiction lands, inhabit them for a while”.337 Or more 

precisely:  

 

We send our fictional egos as scouts into the territory, with orders to report 
back; they are moved, not us, […] we only lend our bodies and emotions for a 
while to these fictional egos, just as in participatory rites the faithful lend their 
bodies to the possessing spirits. And just as the presence of the spirits enables 
the mystes to speak in tongues or foresee the future, fictional, or artistic egos 
are more apt to feel and express emotions than are dry, hardened actual egos. 
Schiller’s hopes for a betterment of humanity through aesthetic education, 
were they not based on the presumption that after their return from travel in 
the realms of art, fictional egos would effectively melt back into the actual 
egos, sharing with them their fictional growth?338 

 

 

 

 

 

  

336 Iser, Prospecting, p.260. 
337 Pavel, op. cit., p.85.
338 Ibid. 
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Novel and Essay 
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The novel as essay 

 
  Nostalgia and late style 

 
Reviewing Don DeLillo’s novella-length Point Omega for The New York Times in 2010, 

Geoff Dyer writes that the work begins and ends elsewhere than in novelistic space: 

its “prologue and epilogue,” he writes, “make up a phenomenological essay” on The 

Clock, a well-known work by conceptual artist Douglas Gordon.1 “As soon as one puts 

it like that, however,” Dyer goes on, “doubts begin to creep in.” Interrogating his 

scepticism, Dyer proceeds to ask: “How does this persuasive interrogation of the 

visible benefit from not being an essay, from being novelised?”2 

Reading this review at the time, I remember feeling perplexed: I had been 

impressed by Point Omega—along with much of DeLillo’s recent work—and surprised 

by its disappointed critical reception, of which Dyer’s commentary was only the latest 

instance. Critics seemed not to know quite how to deal with the author’s recent work: 

on the one hand, they were frequently eager to remain respectful of DeLillo’s elder-

statesmanlike status (if not to rate his work highly because of that status), while on 

the other, they were clearly put off by the direction his oeuvre had taken in recent 

years. In particular, they worried about the deviation of his post-Underworld work 

from a particular conception of the novel or the novelistic that they associated—

rightly or wrongly—with earlier works like White Noise, Libra and The Names. 

Responding to his collection The Angel Esmerelda: Nine Stories, published a year later, 

Michiko Kakutani writes: 

 

DeLillo’s novels published after Sept. 11 [2001] (Cosmopolis, Falling Man and 
Point Omega) have tended to be disappointing, substituting gauzy musings 
about mortality and time for dead-on observation, Pinter-esque silences for 
razzle-dazzle dialogue and tactile prose. The stories in this volume [drawn 
mostly from earlier periods of his career] should be read by anyone who 
misses the early DeLillo or who wonders whether he had permanently 
retreated to a high-altitude philosophical plane and renounced his ability to 

1 Dyer, G. 2010, ‘A Wrinkle in Time’, The New York Times, February 5, 2010, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/02/07/books/review/Dyer-t.html?pagewanted=all, last viewed 
January 29, 2018. 
2 Ibid. 
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conjure a recognisably surreal America.3 
 

“The good bits in Point Omega,” writes Dyer, in a similar vein, “keep reminding you of 

older good bits that turn out also to be better bits.”4  

Clearly, one might dispute these claims about the quality of dialogue and 

prose in DeLillo’s later works and of the observational powers they evidence.5 What 

struck me about such observations at the time, however, was their disciplinary bent. 

Kakutani appears to offer DeLillo a choice: either write as a novelist, with the 

concerns and methods proper to that vocation, or as a philosopher; either conjure a 

recognisably surreal America or retreat to a high-altitude philosophical plane; either 

observe or muse—you cannot have it both ways. Dyer’s review seems to reiterate this 

ultimatum, placing the emphasis on genre, appearing to imply that a novel ought not 

to be essayistic (or at least that its status as an essay diminishes in inverse proportion 

to its ‘novelisation’): in other words, that writing possessed of a critical intent, like 

that of literary one, ought to stay in its own lane.6 What was disappointing about this 

apparent critical consensus of disappointment was its impulse to remove from 

DeLillo’s recent work the discursive ambiguities and the breaching of disciplinary and 

generic boundaries that made it most interesting and alive, made it seem to speak 

compellingly to the contemporary moment. 

I begin with this example because it was an early catalyst for the research out 

3 Kakutani, M., ‘Angry Landscapes Up Close and Far’, in The New York Times, November 16, 2011, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/11/17/books/don-delillo-stories-led-by-the-angel-esmeralda-
review.html, last viewed December 10, 2011. 
4 Dyer, op. cit. 
5 One might also note that the prologue and epilogue to which Dyer refers are by no means free of 
narrative or descriptive dimensions (a recognition Dyer himself betrays by his use of the qualifier 
‘phenomenological’) or of a connection, however enigmatic, to ‘the stuff in the book’s middle’; nor, 
meanwhile, is this latter stuff devoid of what I take Kakutani to mean by gauzy musings, as even a 
cursory reading would reveal. Kakutani’s phrase ‘high altitude’, meanwhile, seems quite wrong when 
one considers the micro-observational qualities of much of DeLillo’s recent work—consider this from 
one of the opening scenes of The Body Artist: “She noticed how water from the tap turned opaque in 
seconds. It ran silvery and clear and then in seconds turned opaque and how curious it seemed that 
in all these months and all these times in which she’d run water from the kitchen tap she’d never 
noticed how the water ran clear at first and then went not murky exactly but opaque, or maybe it 
hadn’t happened before, or she’d noticed and forgotten. She crossed to the cabinet with the 
blueberries wet in her hand and reached up for the cereal and took the box to the counter, the 
mostly brown and white box, and then the toaster thing popped and she flipped it down again 
because it took two flips to get the bread to go brown and he absently nodded his acknowledgement 
because it was his toast and his butter and then he turned on the radio and got the weather.” 
(DeLillo, D., The Body Artist, London: Picador, 2001, pp.4-5) In reply to Dyer’s claim about ‘the good 
bits’, finally, we might consult David Cowart’s examination of strategies of repetition across DeLillo’s 
work, especially in Underworld—see Cowart, Don DeLillo: The Physics of Language, p.199. 
6 Dyer, op. cit. 
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of which this dissertation emerged. But also because it is the type of critical notice one 

sees given quite regularly to the kinds of writers with whom I am concerned in this 

and the following section. Take, for example, a pair of reviews to JM Coetzee’s recent 

book The Schooldays of Jesus. Reviewing the book for The Guardian, Elizabeth Lowry 

observes that in its pages “Coetzee is far more concerned with ideas than character or 

plot”, that “[t]he driving energy of the book, like that of its predecessor [The 

Childhood of Jesus], is philosophical rather than narrative”7:  

 

In spite of its declared suspicion of Platonic idealism, the spirit of Plato, rather 
than the anarchic Jesus with his boundary-pushing parables, hovers over this 
book. Plato was famously dismissive of the seductive properties of mimetic 
literature, which urge us to make an imaginative identification with a fictional 
world. He would have agreed without hesitation [with a sentiment Lowry 
attributes to Simón, one of the book’s central characters] that novels are for 
babies. Philosophy is for adults. On the evidence of this austere, barely 
realised mise-en-scène, it is difficult not to feel that Coetzee, like Plato, is no 
longer much interested in the accidents of our quotidian human world, the 
shadows on the cave wall. He is after essence alone, the pure, ungraspable 
fire. In his fidelity to ideas, to telling rather than showing, to instructing 
rather than seducing us, he does not actually write fiction any more. The 
Schooldays of Jesus, philosophically dense as it is, is parched, relentlessly adult 
fare – rather like eating endless bread and bean paste.8 

 

As in the case of DeLillo, this shift toward ideas and away from action, toward 

the ‘telling’ of the discursive or constative and away from the ‘showing’ of the 

narrative or performative, toward the didactic and transcendental reflections of a 

Plato and away from the parabolic and immanent seductions of a Jesus, toward the 

essential and away from the accidental, toward philosophy and away from literature 

(the latter identified here with fiction), is associated with advancing age and declining 

powers: “at this stage of his career, Coetzee is far more concerned with ideas than 

character or plot”.9 Coetzee’s ossification in advanced adulthood is fairly 

straightforwardly figured, for Lowry, in the character of Simón: “a prim pedant, a 

killjoy, disapproving of dogs and sausages and inventing one’s own stories to go with 

7 Lowry, E., ‘The Schooldays of Jesus review—no passison in an ascetic allegory’, The Guardian, 
August 18, 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/books/2016/aug/18/the-schooldays-of-jesus-jm-
coetzee-review, last viewed January 29, 2018. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
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the pictures in a book”,10 his role that of 

 

an indefatigable guide through these Socratic dialogues, always ready to 
‘produce the correct, patient, educative words’. The paradox is that, in spite of 
being the voice of individualism, he is another of Coetzee’s self-abnegating 
protagonists, who approaches passion at a slant, dispassionately.11 

 

Stig Abel, reviewing the same title for The Spectator, likewise lambasts 

Coetzee for his concern with what are clearly, for Abel, “philosophical 

preoccupations”,12 usually articulated “in the form of rather weighty dualities: man 

and animal; child and adult”.13 “The novel also,” reports Abel, “investigates the thorny 

concepts of truth, justice and criminal responsibility.”14 It does so, however, “at little 

depth and with little effect…because ideas are approached through an interminable 

array of questions”.15 Like Dyer and Kakutani in the case of DeLillo, Abel goes on to 

evoke nostalgia for an earlier, more red-blooded phase of Coetzee’s career: 

 

Perhaps the most affecting page of The Schooldays of Jesus is the one that lists 
all the previous novels of J. M. Coetzee. He once wrote fierce and disturbing 
allegories set in nameless places (Waiting for the Barbarians; Life & Times of 
Michael K); he once wrote mordant and ironic tales of growing up (Boyhood; 
Youth). And in Disgrace, he wrote his masterpiece: a novel that dealt with 
weighty moral issues but never forgot the thud within the blood, the carnality 
of realism and the beauty of words.16 

 

In a cruel twist, Abel heads off such potential responses as the present one at the pass: 

“Critics and academics will cluck over his latest book, play hunt the allegory and 

congratulate themselves and the author for their smartness,” he writes. “But a novel is 

not a crossword puzzle. It is an act of imaginative empathy, of drawing a reader into 

an unstoppable story. Coetzee used to write novels that proved that. Now he does 

not.”17 

10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Abel, S. ‘J.M. Coetzee has lost the plot’, The Spectator, August 20, 2016, 
https://www.spectator.co.uk/2016/08/j-m-coetzee-has-lost-the-plot/, last viewed January 29, 2018. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 



 202 

 To repeat, I am particularly not interested here in debating the quality of 

these recent works in comparison to their writers’ earlier ones. Nor can I concern 

myself at any length with the more interesting question of the writer’s development 

over the course of the decades. What interests me about these reviews is the 

resoluteness with which these critics are willing to police the generic boundaries of 

the literary—and how leery they are, in particular, of philosophical trespassers. Only 

rarely and sidelong, meanwhile, do they seem willing to acknowledge the book’s 

rather obvious ambitions, not simply to participate in, but to complicate this very 

paradigm. Lowry, for example, grants that The Schooldays of Jesus “poses an intriguing 

question: when is a novel not a novel?”,18 but is seemingly too comfortable with her 

own readymade answer to mind Coetzee’s.19 

 In the following pages, I shall examine a number of attempts to treat the 

question of the novel as a generic category in more depth, showing how recent 

18 Lowry, op. cit. 
19 This failure is especially egregious in Coetzee’s case, since he has published an extensive body of 
commentary on the question of literature’s vocation. See, for just a few examples, Coetzee, J.M., 
White Writing: On the Culture of Letters in South Africa, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988; 
Doubling the Point: Essays and Interviews, ed. D. Attwell, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996; 
Stranger Shores: Literary Essays, 1986-1999, London: Secker & Warburg, 2001; Inner Workings: 
Literary Essays, 2000-2005, London: Harvill Secker, 2007. It’s worth mentioning, though, that these 
matters are addressed in countless places in Coetzee’s ‘literary’ output too. Indeed, Lowry’s and 
Abel’s scathing reviews immediately recall a passage, titled ‘On the writing life’, in Diary of a Bad 
Year, which preempts their reservations down to details of vocabulary with eerie exactness: “During 
the years I spent as a professor of literature,” writes the protagonist JC, “conducting young people 
on tours of books that would always mean more to me than to them, I would cheer myself up by 
telling myself that at heart I was not a teacher but a novelist. And indeed, it was as a novelist rather 
than as a teacher that I won a modest reputation. But now the critics voice a new refrain. At heart 
he is not a novelist after all, they say, but a pedant who dabbles in fiction. And I have reached a 
stage in my life when I begin to wonder whether they are not right—whether, all the time I thought 
I was going about in disguise, I was in fact naked. […] The truth is, I was never a bohemian, not 
then and not now. At heart I have always been a sobrietarian, if such a word exists, and moreover a 
believer in order, in orderliness. One of these days some state official or other will pin a ribbon in 
my shrunken chest and my reassimiliation will be complete. Homais, c’est moi. […] I read the work 
of other writers, read the passages of dense description they have with care and labour composed 
with the purpose of evoking imaginary spectacles before the inner eye, and my heart sinks. I was 
never much good at evocation of the real, and have even less pleasure for the task now. The truth is, 
I have never taken much pleasure in the visible world, don’t feel with much conviction the urge to 
recreate it in words. Growing detachment from the world is of course the experience of many writers 
as they grow older, grow cooler or colder. The texture of their prose becomes thinner, their 
treatment of character and action more schematic. The syndrome is usually ascribed to a waning of 
creative power; it is no doubt connected with the attenuation of physical powers, above all the 
power of desire. Yet from the inside the same development may bear a quite different interpretation: 
as a liberation, a clearing of the mind to take on more important tasks.” (Coetzee, Diary of a Bad 
Year, pp.153-155) I do not take this, of course, to be any kind of straightforward statement of 
Coetzee’s response to such objections; as much as anything, it we could take it to caricature the ‘real’ 
Coetzee, who in any case may well feel he does not himself have a clear response to offer; yet it 
demonstrates emphatically that Coetzee is awake to the issues these critics raise, and indeed eager 
to put these issues into literary play.  
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contributions to the theory and history of the novel allow us to put both the 

conception of the novel that dominates contemporary literary production and 

reception, and informs the critical approach of writers like Lowry and Abel, into 

perspective. In so doing, I shall reiterate arguments from earlier parts of this 

dissertation to the effect that novels aimed at novelty, that ask the question of their 

own categorial status, are central rather than peripheral to the tradition of the novel. I 

shall also move from this reiteration toward an exploration of the related generic 

concept of the essay, with the implicit goal of returning Dyer’s question about Point 

Omega to him: in what sense, I shall ask, is a book like this not an essay? There is, as I 

shall show, a long tradition of thinking about the form of the essay, and about its 

relationship with the novel, that suggests that an essay—in a somewhat expanded 

sense of the word—is precisely what it is. 

 

 

  What is a novel? 

 

The identity of the novel as a genre is—contra the certitudes so ardently professed by 

those critics cited above—a matter of extraordinary difficulty. Efforts to nail it down, 

not only by theorists but also by its own luminary practitioners, have notoriously 

ended in nebulousness—including efforts by writers whom one might associate with a 

similarly conservative sensibility to that professed by Abel and Lowry: E.M. Forster, 

for example, famously submits that the novel is “a fiction in prose of a certain 

length”.20 We might add that the recent rise of categories like creative nonfiction and 

the nonfiction novel render problematic at least one term of Forster’s already rather 

spare definition.  

In place of such apparent vacuities, critics have often offered taxonomies of 

subgenres. DeLillo himself, in a speech given upon his receipt of the Jerusalem Prize 

in 1999, titled ‘A History of the Writer Alone in a Room’, playfully demonstrates an 

awareness of the form’s broad possibilities with the following list: 

 

The novel of ideas. The novel of manners. The novel of grim witness. The 
novel of pure dreaming. The novel of excess. The novel of unreadability. The 
comic novel. The romance novel. The epistolary novel. The promising first 

20 Forster, E.M., Aspects of the Novel, New York: Rosetta Books, 2002, p.17. 
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novel. The sad, patchwork, grave-robbing, over-my-dead-body posthumous 
novel. The suspense novel. The crime novel. The experimental novel. The 
historical novel. The novel of meticulous observations. The novel of marital 
revenge. The beach novel. The war novel. The antiwar novel. The postwar 
novel. The out-of-print novel. The novel that sells to the movies before it is 
written. The novel that critics like to say they want to throw across the room. 
The science fiction novel. The metafiction novel. The death of the novel. The 
novel that changes your life because you are young and open-hearted and 
eager to take an existential leap.21 

 

One sees, when considering a list like this, why Mikhail Bakhtin called the novel “the 

most fluid of genres”.22 Important attempts to assure us of the unity underlying its 

diversity have proceeded from its periodisation: attending, for example, to the 

epistemological presuppositions that anchor the novel in modernity—hence, for 

intance, writes Lukács that “[t]he novel is the epic of a world that has been 

abandoned by God”.23  

Yet in more recent years, the category has also undergone a radical expansion 

via critical efforts directed against the eurocentrism of such definitions and canons of 

the form qua modern. Steven Moore, for example, spends much of the first book of his 

revisionist history of the genre, The Novel: An Alternate History: Beginning—1600 on 

its arguable instantiations not only in the ancient world (the Greek novel, the 

Mesopotamian novel, the Hebrew novel, and so on24) and the medieval (the Irish 

novel, Icelandic novel, the Byzantine, the Arthurian25) but also in the East (the Indian 

novel, the Tibetan novel, the Japanese26). Much space in Franco Moretti’s vast two-

volume anthology The Novel and in Tomas Pavel’s The Lives of the Novel is committed 

to similar geographical and chronological revisions.  

Connected to this are problems, widely under-emphasised in Anglophone 

criticism, introduced by variations in terminology across national languages and 

historical periods that further complicate the ancient/modern dichotomy. 

Commenting on the distinction between the romance and the novel, for example, 

21 DeLillo, D., ‘A History of the Writer Alone in a Room’ (address), The Jerusalem Prize for the 
Freedom of the Individual in Society, Awarded to Don DeLillo, Jerusalem: Caspit Press, 1999, pp.13-18. 
22 Bakhtin, M.M., The Dialogical Imagination: Four Essays, ed. M. Holquist, trans. C Emerson & M. 
Holquist, Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981, p.11. 
23 Lukács, G., The Theory of the Novel: A Historico-Philosophical Essay on the Forms of Great Epic 
Literature, Cambridge: MIT Press, 1974, p.88. 
24 Moore, S., The Novel: An Alternative History, New York: Continuum, 2010, pp.37-126. 
25 Ibid., pp.127-248. 
26 Ibid., pp.399-652. 
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Pavel writes the following: 

 

Romance comes from the French roman—that is, vernacular French, a 
Romance language. In French, the term was applied to the Ancient Greek 
novels as soon as they were rediscovered in the sixteenth century, as well as 
to other early modern long narratives, pastoral, heroic, or allegorical. Later, 
the term was extended to the more recent forms that in English are called 
novels. In German, the word Roman has a similarly wide scope. The Italian 
term romanzo applies not only to all ancient, medieval, and modern long 
prose narratives, but also to the Renaissance fantasy epic poems by Pulci, 
Boiardo, and Ariosto. When Torquato Tasso, in his Discourses on the Heroic 
Poem (1567-1570), discusses the difference between ancient epic and the 
more recent romanzo, he does not refer to early novels but to these 
Renaissance epic poems. In English, the difference between romance and novel 
has something to do with subject matter, a romance being a story mainly 
concerned with love, but it also involves a chronological distinction, in which 
novel has usually been reserved for prose works written in the eighteenth 
century or later. Recently, however, classics scholars have extended the term 
novel to Ancient Greek and Latin prose narratives. This change suggests a new 
awareness of the genre’s long chronological continuity. To increase the 
confusion, the Italian, Spanish, and French cognates of the term novel are 
novella and nouvelle, designating a shorter prose narrative with a simpler plot. 
Since the term short story usually refers to very brief narratives, the Italian 
and Spanish term was adopted in English to describe longer novellas.27 

 

If the difficulty of pinning down a workable definition of the novel has often 

been lamented, however, the variability often seen to occasion such difficulty has 

equally been celebrated. When contemporary novelists make heroic claims for the 

malleability and capaciousness of the form, for the looseness of its generic constraints, 

they perhaps unconsciously invoke a tradition of thinking about the novel that goes 

back at least to the Jena Romantics. As mentioned earlier in this dissertation, for Early 

German Romanticism the form of the novel held out the promise of the 

Gesamtkunstwerk—the total artwork—that would reconcile the fragmented modern 

subject and its world while at the same time reconciling dislocated kinds of 

knowledge—theoretical, practical—within an organic whole (or, in other words, 

romanticising them). The novel was the discursive form made up of a combination of 

other discursive forms; if the novel offered such a sense of possibility to the 

27 Pavel, T., The Lives of the Novel, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, p.17. 
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Romantics, it was precisely because it overstepped (or didn’t acknowledge) the type of 

boundaries policed by Abel and Lowry.  

One might add here explicitly what is perhaps implied by DeLillo’s paratactical 

(and thus nonhierarchical) list: that any given novel might include some, all, or none 

of the types he offers. Carrying this sense of flexibility further, in an influential essay 

on the continuing relevance of the novel for contemporary culture, ‘Perchance to 

Dream’ (later republished in How To Be Alone as ‘Why Bother?’), Jonathan Franzen 

quotes DeLillo defining the novel in private correspondence as “whatever novelists are 

doing at a given time”.28 While DeLillo’s response that novels are whatever novelists 

write begs the question, it nonetheless remind us to consider the genre of the novel an 

open question for novelists. In short, if the novel is so difficult to define, it is because 

deviation from any extant definition of the novel has almost always been considered a 

core possibility of the form. 

 It is with this fact in mind that, where numerous recent histories of the novel 

have attempted to radically adjust its temporal and spatial boundaries, some have also 

attempted to correct misunderstandings about its developmental vectors. In the 

polemical introduction to his aforementioned history of the novel, for example, Moore 

takes aim in particular at a set of influential “traditional critics”—chief among them 

Dale Peck, B.R. Myers and Franzen—who, much like Abel and Lowry, who share “a 

narrow view of fiction’s function, and a historically uninformed one at that”.29 This 

narrow view, he argues, derives from the following “standard history of the novel”30: 

 

The novel was born in 18th-cenutry England, the offspring of a questionable 
marriage between fiction and nonfiction (Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe and Swift’s 
Gulliver’s Travels pretended to be true travel accounts), gained respectability 
with Samuel Richardson’s epistolary novels named after prudish virgins 
(Pamela, Clarrisa), sowed some wild oats (Fielding, Smollett, Sterne) and 
went through a goth phase (Walpole, Radcliffe, Mary Shelley) before settling 
down into domestic life (Austen) and becoming the preferred entertainment 
of the middle class. Scott invented the historical novel with Waverley, while 
over in France Balzac launched the realistic novel: straightforward, lightly 
romanticised stories of recognisable people out of everyday life, usually 
narrated in chronological sequence and in language no different from that of 
the better newspapers and journals. The novel matured during this time, 

28 Franzen, J., How to Be Alone: Essays, New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2007, p.95. 
29 Moore, op. cit., p.2. 
30 Ibid., p.3. 
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dramatising the great moral issues of the day (Dickens, Eliot, and Hardy in 
England; Hugo, Flaubert, and Zola in France; Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, and 
Turgenev in Russia; Hawthorne, James, and Dreiser in the United States) and 
providing trenchant social commentary. Things got a little out of hand during 
the 1920s and 1930s (Joyce’s Ulysses, Woolf’s Jacob’s Room, Faulkner’s Sound 
and the Fury), but soon settled back on track, though not before spawning the 
lunatic fringe that still remains. (Most of there confined to small presses and 
hence easily ignored, though every once in a while one of them will fake his 
or her way onto a reputable New York publisher’s list.) And today our best 
novelists follow in this great tradition: that is, realistic narratives driven by a 
strong plot and peopled by well-rounded characters struggling with serious 
ethical issues, conveyed in language anybody can understand.31 

 

“Wrong,” writes Moore, following this playful rehearsal.32 He proposes 

instead, in one and the same movement, “both an alternative history of the novel and 

a history of the alternative novel”33 dating back to “the 4th century BCE”.34 “The 

earliest novels were Greek romances and Latin satires,” he writes, “where the plot was 

a mere convenience that allowed the author to engage in rhetorical display, literary 

criticism, sociopolitical commentary, digressions, and so on. It was an elastic form that 

made room for interpolated poems, stories within stories, pornography, and parodies, 

where the realistic and the fantastic blended together.”35 Within this broadened 

historical sweep and expanded purview for the novel, Moore presents a number of 

developments that we might consider historically recent or even contemporary 

inventions as in fact present within the novel since its ancient past. Magic realism, for 

example, “was not invented in the 1960s by the Latin American ‘Boom’ writes, but 

instead has always been a property of the novel”36; likewise, it was Cervantes, during 

the Renaissance, and not postmodernists in the 1970s, who “introduced metafiction 

into the mix”.37  

31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., p.31. 
34 Ibid., p.4. This places him in opposition to Pavel, who in The Lives of the Novel claims that the 
innovative novel is a phenomenon whose significance is often overstated. Citing Milan Kundera’s 
ambitions for novels that “discover a hitherto unknown segment of existence”—discussed in detail 
below—Pavel circumscribes this norm as belonging to the world of the twentieth century European 
novel, while claiming that in earlier times novelists “were not aiming to discover and annex new 
territories so much as to excel in those already available with the existing framework of genres and 
approaches to human existence” (Pavel, The Lives of the Novel, p.107). 
35 Ibid., p.4. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid., p.5. 
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The purpose of locating these innovations in the novel’s deep history is not, of 

course, to deprive these recent moments of their cultural significance, but rather to 

counteract the “misassumption”38 by which literary culture has rendered such 

moments of innovation marginal. Here is Moore’s brief résumé of how that 

misassumption develops:  

 

The newfangled realistic novel popularised by Balzac in the 1830s peaked 
later in the 19th century and quickly lost its novelty in the hands of lesser 
talents. Yet it became rooted in the mind of the reading public as the form of 
the novel henceforth, marginalising more inventive fictions. At that point, 
fiction-writing branched into two streams—bourgeois fiction for the masses 
and belletristic fiction for the elite—and, in one of life’s little ironies, the 
stream that deviated from the long tradition of innovation in fiction became 
the ‘main’ stream, while the other, older tradition became a misunderstood 
tributary. Instead of enjoying a brief fad and then losing favour, like the 18th-
century epistolary novel, the realistic novel became thought of as the norm in 
fiction, instead of what it actually is: only one of the many mutations in the 
evolution of the novel, and one less concerned with exploring new techniques 
and forms than with pleasing audiences and enriching authors and publishers. 
Entertainment rather than art.39 
 

Rather than buying into this final opposition, one of Moore’s central ambitions in the 

pages that follow is to suggest that the greatest entertainments available from the 

novel may be found in its most ‘artistic’ instantiations, and further that the 

“challenging and unconventional” novel is thus not necessarily “elitist, snobbish, 

pretentious, arrogant, or wrong-headed”.40  

 He rejects, for example, the approach offered by Franzen in his essay on 

William Gaddis, titled ‘Mr Difficult’.41 Here, Franzen distinguishes between ‘status’ and 

‘contract’ models of the writer’s relationship to the reader: 

 

In the former [status model], the author has either ‘disdained cheap 
compromise and stayed true to an artistic vision’ or has placed ‘his selfish 
artistic imperatives or his personal vanity ahead of the audience’s legitimate 
desire to be entertained’, depending on how you feel about such novels. 

38 Ibid., p.3. 
39 Ibid., pp.6-7. 
40 Ibid., p.25. 
41 For a far more nuanced counterpoint to Franzen’s influential discussion of the relationship 
between Gaddis’s work and life, see Tabbi, J., Nobody Grew But The Business: On the Life and Work of 
William Gaddis, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2015.  
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Similarly, the Contract novel can be either ‘a recipe for pandering, aesthetic 
compromise’ or ‘a pleasurable experience’ that fulfils ‘the deepest purposes of 
reading and writing fiction…to sustain a sense of connectedness, to resist 
existential loneliness’.42 

 

Moore argues against this contract/status distinction by invoking a subtly different 

one, drawn from Barthes’s S/Z: that between the lisible and the scriptible, or the 

readerly and the writerly, text. “A ‘readerly’ (lisible) text,” on Moore’s summary, “is a 

conventional narrative with a beginning, middle, and end, one that can be passively 

consumed without much effort.”43 This lines up with the contractarian expectations 

held readers like Peck and Myers (and Abel and Lowry): 

 

Peck longs for ‘the traditional satisfactions of fictional narrative—believable 
characters, satisfactory storylines, epiphanies and the like’. Myers, whom Peck 
quotes with approval, wants ‘the reader [to be] addressed as the writer’s 
equal, in a natural cadence and vocabulary’; he wants ‘no pseudo-Joycean 
tomfoolery with punctuation—just crisp, believable dialogue’. Whatever ‘point’ 
the writer wants to make should me made quickly and efficiently, and there 
should be no ‘name-dropping…historical and literary figures, titles of books, 
etc’. A writer should ‘speed his readers along’ with ‘a vigorous, fast-moving 
plot…written in careful, unaffectedly poetic prose’. (That is, metaphors and 
imagery are acceptable if used sparingly and modestly.) The ideal is ‘strong 
stories told in an unaffected fashion’.44 

 

Moore goes on: “A ‘writerly’ (scriptible) text, however, is unconventional, more 

original, is open to a wider variety of interpretations, and requires some work on the 

reader’s part, the purpose being ‘to make the reader no longer a consumer, but a 

producer of the text’.”45  

42 Ibid., p.8. 
43 Moore, op. cit., p.20.  
44 Ibid., p.11. 
45 Ibid., p.20. Moore’s application of this distinction, it should be mentioned, is somewhat reductive. 
For instance, as introduced near the start of S/Z, Barthes’s separation of the readerly and writerly is 
a matter of contemporariness as much as pleasure and desire: “On the one hand, there is what it is 
possible to write, and on the other, what it is no longer possible to write: what is within the practice 
of the writer and what has left it: which texts would I consent to write (to re-write), to desire, to put 
forth as a force in this world of mine? What evaluation finds is precisely this value: what can be 
written (rewritten) today: the writerly.” Barthes does indeed claim that “the goal of literary work (of 
literature as work) is to make the reader no longer a consumer, but a producer of the text”: “Our 
literature is characterised by the pitiless divorce which the literary institution maintains between the 
producer of the text and its user, between its owner and its customer, between its author and its 
reader. This reader is thereby plunged into a kind of idleness—he is intransitive; he is, in short, 
serious: instead of functioning himself, instead of gaining access to the magic of the signifier, to the 



 210 

 While he is willing to grant, then, that there is greater activity on the reader’s 

part in relation to the writerly text, the work associated therewith is also bound to an 

increased sense of intellectual pleasure, of “aesthetic bliss”46; it is not, as he takes 

Franzen’s account to imply, “an onerous task either imposed by a professor for a 

literature class or undertaken as an act of self-flagellation for the good of one’s soul”.47 

Thus, over against Franzen’s broader claim that we read literature to ‘sustain a sense 

of connectedness’, Moore proposes that we read it “to be dazzled by a performance”48: 

 

Literature is a rhetorical performance, a show put on by someone who possess 
greater abilities with language than most people. Any literature person can 
write, just as anyone can sing and dance; what distinguishes artists from the 
rest of us is they can do these things better—and art is a demonstration of how 
much better they can. The reason some of us consider Ulysses the greatest 
novel ever written is not because it has a gripping story, loveable characters, 
or unique insights into the human situation, but because it is the most 
elaborate rhetorical performance ever mounted, making wider and more 
masterful use of all the forms and techniques of prose than any other novel.49 

 

 Moore’s emphasis on aesthetic pleasure and literature as performance makes 

his account resonate with several of those already discussed earlier in this 

dissertation. Like Iser and Landy, for example, he emphasises the evental nature of 

pleasure of writing, he is left with no more than the poor freedom either to accept or reject the text: 
reading is nothing more than a referendum. Opposite the writerly text, then, is its countervalue, its 
negative, reactive value: what can be read, but not written: the readerly.” (pp.3-4) Yet Barthes’s 
characterisation of the writerly is more severe than Moore’s use of the idea would lead us to believe, 
and by no means courts the kind of adulatory passivity (a ‘bedazzlement’ that one might more 
reasonably associate with the consumer of a commodity), that Moore goes on to attribute to the 
reader of the writerly text—though it does enjoin a kind of silence: “There may be nothing to say 
about writerly texts. First of all, where can we find them? Certainly not in reading (or at least very 
rarely: by accident, fleeting, obliquely in certain limit-works): the writerly text is not a thing, we 
would have a hard time finding it in a bookstore. Further, its model being a productive (and no 
longer a representative) one, it demolishes any criticism which, once produced, would mix with it: 
to rewrite the writerly text would consist only in disseminating it, in dispersing it within the field of 
infinite difference. The writerly text is a perpetual present, upon which no consequent language 
(which would inevitably make it past) can be superimposed; the writerly text is ourselves writing, 
before the infinite play of the world (the world as function) is traversed, intersected, stopped, 
plasticised by some singular system (Ideology, Genus, Criticism) which reduces the plurality of 
entrances, the opening of networks, the infinity of languages.” Barthes goes on to add: “The writerly 
is the novelistic without the novel, poetry without the poem, the essay without the dissertation, 
writing without style, production without product, structuration without structure. But the readerly 
texts? They are products (and not productions), they make up the enormous mass of our literature.” 
(Ibid., pp.4-5) This is somewhat stronger than Moore’s ‘unconventional, more original’. 
46 Ibid., p.14. 
47 Ibid., p.9. 
48 Moore, op. cit., p.9. 
49 Ibid., pp.9-10. 
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reading as primary to—or even to the exclusion of—its semantic or message-bearing 

functions, its form over its content. Contemporary readers come a cropper when they 

read literature for the latter: 

 

An anonymous Amazon.com reviewer of The Museum of Unconditional 
Surrender by Croatian novelist Dubravka Ugrešić complains that ‘the author 
seemed more intent upon demonstrating her knowledge of literary technique 
than in getting the message, whatever it was, across to the readers’.50 
 

“Well, yeah,” replies Moore. “As the old Hollywood producer said, if you want to send 

a message, call Western Union.”51 What such readers fail to grasp, suggests Moore, is 

that “[t]he difference between mainstream fiction and literature is what their writers 

do with words; the former places its emphasis on the story rather than the language 

used to tell that story; in literature, the language is the story; that is, the story is 

primarily used as a vehicle for a linguistic display of the writer’s rhetorical abilities. 

Exercises in style.”52Although Moore considers most works to exist somewhere in the 

grey on a continuum from the purely lisible to the purely scriptible, the distinction is 

proven by reference to extremes: to worry overly much about reading a ‘spoiler’ for 

Finnegan’s Wake, for example, would on this view be misguided.  

 Moore’s defence of the “innovative, noncommercial, unconventional, avant-

garde, experimental, alternative”53 novel, and his discussion of the historical 

particulars of its marginalisation, is well taken. Where his alternative account falls 

short is in the above-mentioned emphasis on “linguistic exuberance”, on virtuosic 

performance and aesthetic pleasure, as the final and singular guiding principle of the 

authentic novelist’s production. It fails to do justice to the distinction he invokes 

between the lisible and the scriptible, with the latter’s emphasis on the cognitive 

dimension of aesthetic activity, along with the inversion it attempts to effect in the 

accepted notions of reader and writer. So too does it fail to address to the ambitions 

explicitly stated by many writers one might associate with the scriptible: specifically, 

the desire to use the novel as a means of thinking. Indeed, one might argue that, 

despite the best intentions, Moore’s formalism engenders the literary with the very 

50 Ibid., p.9. 
51 Ibid., p.10. 
52 Ibid., p.11. 
53 Ibid., p.32. 
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same sterility as do the accounts of the critics to whom he so vehemently objects. It is 

much less the elitism of Moore’s aestheticism that concerns me—and which he spends 

much time defending—than his willingness to accept the circumscription of the 

literary as ‘purely’ aesthetic. As we have seen at other points in this dissertation, the 

purely aesthetic always runs the risk of becoming the merely aesthetic, since it pays for 

its autonomy with its theoretical and practical credentials.  

 While certainly acknowledging the innovative or atypical character of their 

own work and affirming the importance of aesthetic experience, the most interesting 

of recent novelists—those, for example, that I discussed in the opening pages of this 

dissertation—have claimed that they see literary composition as fundamentally 

connected with a project of thinking. To account for the engagement of those writers 

with matters usually handed over to philosophy—along with their own attendant 

claims to be using literature as a way to think—we need an account of the novel that 

views play and pleasure, along with their connection to formal and linguistic 

innovation, and the constitution of contracts or communities between readers and 

writers, as themselves essential components of a cognitive vocation for the literary.  

 
 

  The spirit of Cervantes 

 

Of immense importance among attempts to articulate such a vision is Milan Kundera’s 

The Art of the Novel. It is worth lingering at length over Kundera’s complex discussion 

of the form. Like the Romantics, Kundera stresses the capaciousness of the novel, 

noting its “extraordinary power of incorporation: whereas neither poetry nor 

philosophy can incorporate the novel, the novel can incorporate both poetry and 

philosophy without losing thereby anything of its identity, which is 

characterised…precisely by its tendency to embrace other genres, to absorb 

philosophical and scientific knowledge”.54 This power of incorporation is connected, 

for Kundera, to its imperialistic tendencies—its “conquest of being”.55 Kundera 

conceives of the novel as a genre, then, as by definition indefinite: a category subject 

to perpetual enlargement, the modernist preoccupation with newness written into its 

54 Kundera, The Art of the Novel, p.64. 
55 Ibid., p.14. Kundera repeatedly asserts the continuity of these tendencies with those of the project 
of European civilisation itself (see, for example, ibid. p.3, p.144). 
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very name and concept. Indeed, for Kundera the plasticity of the novel is significant 

primarily because of the possibilities for innovation it affords. Such innovation, 

meanwhile, is explicitly ascribed an epistemic function: the novel, for Kundera, must 

be understood as essentially animated by a spirit of discovery, in pursuit of new 

knowledge, the invention of novel thought—the selfsame European “passion to know” 

from which the modern sciences draw their libidinal drive.  

 We should attempt, however, to distinguish what Kundera is describing here 

from what Stefano Ercolino refers to as the “totalising ambition of the novel”.56 As I 

noted in the first section of this dissertation, Allen Thiher has connected the epistemic 

ambition threaded throughout the history of the novel, and in particular in the 

emergence of naturalism in nineteenth-century France, with an understanding of the 

genre as one locked in epistemic contest with other ways of encoding knowledge—

even naïvely fancying, at points, that it might emerge as the preeminent one. Along 

these lines, Ercolino points to Balzac’s realisation that “a novel aspiring to the 

representation of totality could not ignore philosophy”.57 In Kundera’s account, 

however, the notion of epistemic contest or supremacy is absent—indeed, totality and 

comprehensiveness are anathema to his conception of the novel—and instead we find 

an embrace of autonomy and particularity: “The sole raison d’être of a novel is to 

discover what only the novel can discover”.58 In this, rather than in any set of generic 

features, lies the unity of the genre. 

 Though Adorno himself is not mentioned directly in Kundera’s book, the 

particularity of the novel’s of concerns and its mode of expression, along the historical 

dynamic from which it emerges, are described in a way that will no doubt feel familiar 

from our discussion of the former thinker. Kundera situates the particularity of the 

novel within a charged critical account of modernity. Its history, on his view, is “a 

parallel history of the Modern Era”.59 The latter, for Kundera, is instigated by the 

discrediting (if not the disappearance) of traditional orders of knowledge and 

authority: 

 

56 Ercolino, The Novel-Essay, p.95. 
57 Ibid. Ercolino rightly distinguishes the novel’s taking of philosophy and science, or the social 
milieu in which these arise, as a representational object, from the disruption of its narrative mode by 
these incorporations—the recognition “that the force of narration was not sufficient…[and] the 
mediation of concept was somehow necessary” (ibid.). The latter he attributes to the novel-essay. 
58 Kundera, op. cit., p.6. 
59 Ibid., p.9. 
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As God slowly departed from the seat whence he had directed the universe 
and its order of values, distinguished good from evil, and endowed each thing 
with meaning, Don Quixote set forth from his house into a world he could no 
longer recognise. In the absence of the Supreme Judge, the world suddenly 
appeared in its fearsome ambiguity; the single divine Truth decomposed into 
myriad relative truths parcelled out by men. Thus was born the world of the 
Modern Era, and with it the novel, the image and model of that world.60 

 

Like Adorno, Kundera sees this moment of enlightenment as potentiating two very 

different kinds of response: the one a celebration of the possibilities granted by the 

vanishing of transcendent authority, the other a longing for, and desire to reinstate, 

lost order. The aforementioned will to knowledge, then, takes two contradictory 

forms.  

 Its dominant tendency is toward the repression of ambiguity, the imposition of 

a firm new—especially, moral—order of meaning to replace the old: “Man desires a 

world where good and evil can be clearly distinguished,” he writes, “for he has an 

innate and irrepressible desire to judge before he understands. Religions and 

ideologies are founded on this desire.”61 Never more clearly does this desire for 

certainty register, avers Kundera, than in the responses of ideologues and zealots to 

novels: 

 

They can cope with the novel only by translating it into their own apodictic 
and dogmatic discourse. They require that someone be right: either Anna 
Karenina is the victim of a narrow-minded tyrant, or Karenin is the victim of 
an immoral woman; either K. is an innocent man crushed by an unjust court, 
or the court represents divine justice and K. is guilty. This ‘either-or’ 
encapsulates an inability to tolerate the essential relativity of things human, 
an inability to look squarely at the absence of the Supreme Judge.62 

 

In fact, Kundera suggests, troubled moderns cope with their abhorrence of this 

vacuum by elevating themselves to the post of Supreme Judge—an impulse captured 

in Descartes’ description of man as “master and proprietor of nature”63 and embodied 

in the progress of what, following Adorno, we might describe as enlightenment.  

 Like Adorno, for whom the emancipatory promise of enlightenment had been 

60 Ibid., p.6. 
61 Ibid., p.7. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid., p.4. 
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betrayed by a dialectical reversal into dogmatism and decay—“disaster 

triumphant”64—Kundera sees the latest historical episodes of this process of 

rationalisation as its potentially terminal ones: 

 

The unification of the planet’s history, that humanist dream which God has 
spitefully allowed to come true, has been accompanied by a process of 
dizzying reduction. True, the termites of reduction have always gnawed away 
at life.…But the character of modern society hideously exacerbates this curse: 
it reduces man’s life to its social function; the history of a people to a small set 
of events that are themselves reduced to a tendentious interpretation; social 
life is reduced to political struggle, and that in turn to the confrontation of just 
two great global powers. Man is caught in a veritable whirlpool of reduction.65 

 

Like Adorno, too, Kundera sees this process of reduction occasioned by the 

disorientations of modernity ending in totalitarianism: where for Adorno, it is the 

Third Reich that is most freshly held in memory, for Kundera, hailing from the Czech 

Republic, it is the unravelling of the USSR.  

For all that, the claim here is not a partisan one. It is instead an argument 

against the politics-eclipsing power of what, following Adorno, we might call identity 

thinking. As in Adorno’s account, so in Kundera’s is man reduced within the 

progressive rationalisation of the world to “a mere thing to the forces (of technology, 

of politics, of history) that bypass him, surpass him, possess him”.66 Kundera’s account 

also features a critique of mass media reminiscent of Adorno’s commentary on the 

culture industry,67 in which the hijacking of culture by identity thinking is brought to 

the fore: 

 

as agents of the unification of the planet’s history, the media amplify and 
channel the reduction process; they distribute throughout the world the same 
simplifications and stereotypes easily acceptable by the greatest number, by 
everyone, by all mankind. And it doesn’t much matter that different political 
interests appear in the various organs of the media. Behind these surface 
differences reigns a common spirit. You have only to glance at American or 
European political weeklies, of the left or right: they all have the same view of 
life, reflected in the same ordering of the table of contents, under the same 
headings, in the same journalistic phrasing, the same vocabulary, and the 

64 Adorno & Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, p.3. 
65 Kundera, op. cit., p.17. 
66 Ibid. 
67 See Adorno & Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, pp.120-167. 
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same style, in the same artistic tastes, and in the same ranking of things they 
deem important or insignificant. This common spirit of the mass media, 
camouflaged by political diversity, is the spirit of our time. And this spirit 
seems to me contrary to the spirit of the novel.68 
 

 The novel, then, however threatened it may itself be by ‘the spirit of our 

times’—lapsing regularly, as it does, into the kitsch encouraged by its commodification 

and mass production—is presented in Kundera’s account as both the second possible 

response to the modern crisis of meaning and as a form of opposition to the first, to 

the forces of reduction that dominate in modernity. To the extent that the form is 

given to the investigation and memorialisation of what modernity discards, disguises 

and suppresses the history of the novel can be read as a kind of counter-philosophy 

and counter-science, its achievement, just like theirs, a “sequence of discoveries”69: 

 

In its own way, through its own logic, the novel discovered the various 
dimensions of existence one by one: with Cervantes and his contemporaries, it 
inquires into the nature of adventure; with Richardson, it begins to examine 
‘what happens inside’, to unmask the secret life of feelings; with Balzac, it 
discovers man’s rootedness in history; with Flaubert, it explores the terra 
previously incognita of the everyday; with Tolstoy, it focuses on the intrusion 
of the irrational into human behaviour and decisions. It probes time: the 
elusive past with Proust, the elusive present with Joyce. With Thomas Mann, 
it examines the role of myths from the remote past that control our present 
actions. Et cetera, et cetera.70 

 

Underwriting and guiding such inquiries has been a perduring interest in the nature 

of the self:  

 

All novels, of every age, are concerned with the enigma of the self. As soon as 
you create an imaginary being, a character, you are automatically confronted 
by the question: What is the self? How can the self be grasped? It is one those 
fundamental questions on which the novel, as novel, is based.71 

 

To investigate the self, meanwhile, is always at once to investigate its situation, for 

axiomatic for the novel’s conception of selfhood is the idea that the human being 

68 Kundera, op. cit., pp.17-18. 
69 Ibid., p.6. 
70 Ibid., p.5. 
71 Ibid., p.23. 
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does not relate to the world as subject to object, as eye to painting; not even 
as actor to stage set. Man and his world are bound together like the snail to its 
shell: the world is part of man, it is his dimension, and as the world changes, 
existence (in-der-Welt-sein) changes as well.72 

 

 Like Adorno, then, Kundera sees the novel’s opposition to the forces of 

identity thinking as inhering in its attention to the singular instance: a self in a 

situation, rather than selfhood or situatedness in general. What it concludes about 

these latter will be necessarily partial and provisional, necessarily open to revision. It 

is in relation to this propensity for change that the plasticity of the novel is significant. 

Indeed, reading Kundera’s list of ‘discoveries’ reminds us that what we may normally 

think of as the generic markers of the novel today were all at some point in its history 

new and thus marginal, rather than central and definitive, and developed 

experimentally to furnish new insights about particular conjunctures of selves and 

worlds. If such a set of features has become reified as the sine qua non of the genre 

(indeed, to the exclusion—see Abel and Lowry above—of other experimental or 

investigative or simply new features), for Kundera, it is once again the ‘termites of 

reduction’ that are to blame. “Like all of culture, the novel is more and more in the 

hands of the mass media,”73 he writes, “which reduce not only the meaning of the 

world but also the meaning of works of art”.74  

 Such reduction and reification—processes Kundera associates principally it 

with “psychological realism”75—impose “some nearly inviolable standards” for what 

counts as a novel:  

 

(1) A writer must give the maximum amount of information about a 
character: about his physical appearance, his way of speaking and behaving; 
(2) he must let the reader know a character’s past, because that is where all 
the motives for his present behaviour are located; and (3) the character must 
have complete independence; that is to say, the author with his own 
considerations must disappear so as not to disturb the reader, who wants to 
give himself over to illusion and take fiction for reality.76 

 

72 Ibid., p.36. 
73 Ibid., p.17. 
74 Ibid., p.17. 
75 Ibid., p.34. 
76 Ibid., p.34. 
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Kundera appears not to be against any of these features per se. Nor, to be sure, is he 

advocating a more decisive discontinuity between novels a priori. On the contrary, he 

insists firmly upon the “continuity”77 of the tradition of the novel. This continuity, 

however, is a continuity of “the spirit of the novel”78—a kind of negative tradition along 

the lines of Adorno’s conception of immanent critique: “each work is an answer to the 

preceding ones”,79 writes Kundera, but ‘is an answer’ here seems to entail a relation of 

categorial criticism rather than blind obedience. Every novelist, on this view, must 

decide with each novel what of its inheritance remains valid or unavoidable, what 

ought to be discarded, and which unrealised possibilities need now to be taken up 

with a view to preserving and extending its fundamentally cognitive vocation in the 

present moment.80 

As such, we might add, each and every novel amounts to an act of literary 

criticism via immanent critique: it is tempting to say that each enacts or embodies a 

theory, though perhaps it would be better to say that each provokes renewed 

theorisation, as to what the novel should be. His concern is that a confusion has taken 

hold within our understanding of literature—he refers to it as the “the verisimilitude 

pact”81—whereby the pressure to write in accordance with a reified generic standard, 

in particular one that obeys the logic of the culture industry, has obscured and 

rendered unconscious the fundamentally investigative and thoughtful dimensions of 

literary writing.  

A distinction in Kundera’s account that needs to be emphasised here is that the 

self-world complex that the novel investigates is not the self-world complex manifest 

in the historical, empirical world. “A character is not a simulation of a living being,” he 

writes. “It is an imaginary being. An experimental self.”82 He expands on this point a 

77 Ibid., p.14. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid., pp.18-19. 
80 This idea of innovation as immanent critique differs subtly but significantly from Rorty’s idea of 
innovation as the existential imperative of what, following Harold Bloom, he calls the “strong poet” 
who has a “horror of finding himself to be only a copy or a replica” (Bloom cited in Rorty, 
Contingency, Irony, and Solidarity, p.24). The latter may be at stake in the former, but the latter is by 
no means the sole cause of, nor does it exhaust, the former. 
81 Kundera, op. cit., p.94. 
82 Kundera, op. cit., p.34. Here his account connects at a deep level with Iser’s—indeed, Iser is 
deeply impressed by Kundera’s account of ‘experimental selves’ in developing his idea of literary 
anthropology. In a lecture explaining a number of feature of the latter, Iser approvingly quotes the 
following passage from Milan Kundera’s The Unbearable Lightness of Being: “Staring impotently 
across the courtyard, at a loss for what to do; hearing the pertinacious rumbling of one’s own 
stomach during a moment of love; betraying, yet lacking the will to abandon the glamorous path of 
betrayal; raising one’s fist with the crowds in the Grand March; displaying one’s wit before hidden 
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little further on in the text: “If the writer considers a historical situation a fresh and 

revealing possibility of the human world, he will want to describe it as it is. Still, 

fidelity to historical reality is a secondary matter as regards the value of the novel. 

The novelist is neither historian nor prophet: he is an explorer of existence.”83 The 

discoveries the novel makes, then, pertain to “themes of existence”,84 not themes of 

historical or empirical actuality. The “experimental selves”85 of the novel are a feature 

of its distinctive and marginal way of thinking. This is one reason why Kundera finds 

himself looking backward to moments prior to the advent of naturalism, when 

novelists like Sterne and Diderot “were not looking to simulate reality” but instead 

“were looking to amuse, amaze, astonish, enchant”.86 Rather than being obedient to 

the serious regimes of empirical-historical thinking that dominate both modern 

microphones—I have known all these situations, I have experienced them myself, yet none of them 
has given rise to the person my curriculum vitae and I represent. The characters in my novels are my 
unrealised possibilities. That is why I am equally fond of them all and equally horrified by them. 
Each one has crossed a border that I myself have circumvented. It is that crossed border (the border 
beyond which my own ‘I’ ends) which attracts me most. For beyond that border begins the secret the 
novel asks about. The novel is not the author’s confession; it is an investigation of human life in the 
trap the world has become.” (Kundera, M., The Unbearable Lightness of Being, trans. M.H. Heim, 
London: Faber and Faber, 1985, p.221) The self is irreducible to any of its actual or empirical 
manifestations—that plenum of which we can, in the empirical and normal-cognitive sense, have 
knowledge—and so “[f]ictionalising begins where knowledge leaves off, and this dividing line turns 
out to be the fountainhead of fiction by means of which we extend ourselves beyond ourselves” 
(Iser, W., ‘The Significance of Fictionalising’, Anthropoetics, vol. 3, no. 2, 
http://www.anthropoetics.ucla.edu/ap0302/iser_fiction.htm, last viewed February 2, 2018). In 
going thus beyond ourselves, we go beyond ‘what is’ more broadly:

t view
y: “The possibilities Kundera speaks 

of lie beyond what is, even though they could not exist without what there is. This duality is brought 
into focus through writing, which is motivated by the desire to overstep the reality surrounding the 
novelist. Therefore he does not write about what there is, and this overstepping is related to a 
dimension that retains its equivocalness, for it depends on what is, yet cannot be derived from what 
there is. […] On the one hand the writer’s reality fades into a range of its own possibilities, and on 
the other these possibilities overstep what is and thus invalidate it. But this penumbra of possibilities 
could not have come into being if the world, to which it forms the horizon, had been left behind. 
Instead, they begin to uncover what hitherto had remained concealed in the very world now 
refracted in the mirror of possibilities, thus exposing it as a trap.” (Ibid.) He goes on: “In what sense, 
though, is our world a ‘trap’, and what compels us to overstep the boundaries? All fictionalizing 
authors do this, and so, too, do readers of literature who go on reading despite their awareness of 
the fictionality of the text. The fact that we seem to need this ‘ecstatic’ state of being beside, outside, 
and beyond ourselves, caught up in and yet detached from our own reality, derives from our 
inability to be present to ourselves. The ground out of which we are remains unavailable to us. 
Samuel Beckett’s Malone says: ‘Live or invent’, for as we do not know what it is to live, we must 
invent what eludes penetration. There is a similar dictum, equally pithy, by Helmuth Plessner, who 
corroborates Beckett from a rather different angle, that of social anthropology: ‘I am, but I do not 
have myself’.” (Ibid.) It is, on this basis, easy to see why Kundera’s work also influences Rorty’s 
conception of the ironist—see Rorty, R., Essays on Heidegger and Others, Philosophical Papers, Volume 
2, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001, pp.73-82. 
83 Kundera, op. cit., p.44. 
84 Ibid., p.143. 
85 Ibid. 
86 Ibid., p.94. 
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philosophy and the kind of novelistic space policed by critics like Abel and Lowry, such 

novel “were playful,” writes Kundera, “and therein lay their virtuosity.”87 It is also why 

he finds himself imagining a different history for the novel, one proceeding from such 

writers, and looking forward, following the invitation offered by writers like Musil and 

Broch, to alternative paths. This amounts, in other words, not to a wholesale rejection 

of naturalism, but a contextualisation of its place within a broader, speculative 

vocation. 

 

 

  The specifically novelistic essay 

 

The oppositional character of the novel is to be found in more than the objects of its 

attention or the matter of its discoveries. The oppositional mode Kundera identifies 

with the form is even more importantly located in its opposition to identity thinking, 

in its particular approach to the nature of truth and knowledge. The claim that a 

novel can be reduced to a mora or indeed to any univocal message, for example, he 

explicitly rejects. Where science, philosophy and mass culture proffer certitude—in an 

Adornoian locution, Kundera sees them emitting a “din of easy, quick answers that 

come faster than the question and block it off”88—the novel replies with what 

Kundera calls the “wisdom of uncertainty”89: 

 

The novel’s spirit is the spirit of complexity. Every novel says to the reader: 
‘Things are not as simple as you think.’ That is the novel’s eternal truth.90  

 

This insistence on uncertainty and complexity, the reminder of the “difficulty of 

knowing and the elusiveness of truth”91 that is consubstantial with every genuine 

novel, on Kundera’s account, is bound up with the notion that the work is concerned 

not only with what “what only the novel can discover”,92 but also with “what only the 

novel can say”.93  

87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid., p.18. 
89 Ibid., p.7. 
90 Ibid., p.18. 
91 Ibid. 
92 Ibid., p.6. 
93 Ibid., p.36. 
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 “[T]he novel is, by definition,” writes Kundera, “the ironic art: its ‘truth’ is 

concealed, undeclared, undeclarable.”94 Such irony, he suggest, “irritates”: “Not 

because it mocks or attacks but because it denies us our certainties by unmasking the 

world as an ambiguity.”95 As in Adorno’s work, then, where “[i]f the artwork actually 

said what it says in a transparent cognitive proposition, shorn of the meditations and 

aberrations of its imaginative flourishes and its singular expression of beauty and 

form, then it would cease to be an artwork”,96 the authentic novel cannot, on 

Kundera’s account, communicate in the discursive fashion of the sciences and of 

philosophy, nor partake in the equally abstracted received ‘ideas’ embodied in mass 

cultural forms.  

 Indeed, like Adorno, Kundera associates this antipathy to identity thinking 

with a particular attitude toward ideas. Inveighing against the traditional notion of 

the novel of ideas, as well as the tendency to paraphrase any novel into a message, 

Kundera claims to feel “disgust for those who reduce a work to its ideas” and, 

moreover, a sense of “despair at this era befogged with ideas and indifferent to 

works”.97 This is not for a moment to suggest that the genuine novel is, for Kundera, 

somehow anti-intellectual: on the contrary, what Kundera’s account seems to aim to 

do is complement the categories of ‘what only the novel can say’ and ‘what only the 

novel can discover’ with ‘what only the novel can think’—in other words, to assign the 

novel a cognitive purview. Nor is the novel, by Kundera’s lights, averse to an 

engagement with other cognitive disciplines, though it must engage these within the 

‘rules’ of its own cognitive domain.  

 Kundera often attempts to tease out this sense of the thought of the novel by 

distinguishing between the novelist and the philosopher: “There is a fundamental 

difference between the way philosophers and novelists think,” he writes. “People talk 

about Chekhov’s philosophy, or Kafka’s or Musil’s, and so on. But just try to draw a 

coherent philosophy out of their writings! Even when they express their ideas directly, 

in their notebooks, the ideas are intellectual exercises, paradox games, improvisations, 

rather than statements of thought.”98 Even where the novelist, within the space of the 

novel, engages in the type of discursive reflections that one might associate with 

94 Ibid., p.133. 
95 Ibid., p.134. 
96 Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, pp.133-134. 
97 Kundera, op. cit., p.131. 
98 Ibid., p.78. 
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philosophy, the latter are not to be taken directly, but instead understood as subject to 

the mediations of the structure of the particular work: 

 

One thing is certain: the moment it becomes part of the novel, reflection 
changes its essence. Outside the novel, we’re in the realm of affirmation: 
everyone is sure of his statements: the politician, the philosopher, the 
concierge. Within the universe of the novel, however, no one affirms: it is the 
realm of play and of hypotheses. In the novel, then, reflection is essentially 
inquiring, hypothetical.99 

 

 Once again, this capacity to think playfully is specified as a mode of thought 

in the novelist: “Not only is the novelist nobody’s spokesman,” writes Kundera, “but I 

would go so far as to say he is not even the spokesman for his own ideas.”100 At 

another point, he associates this aversion to a direct relationship to ideas with fidelity 

to an emergent notion of the work: “The novelist makes no great issue of his ideas. He 

is an explorer feeling his way in an effort to reveal some unknown aspect of existence. 

He is fascinated not by his voice but by a form he is seeking”.101  

 This pursuit of form above all, Kundera suggests, makes something akin to 

musical composition the top-level concern for the novelist: movement, rhythm, 

counterpoint, and so on102 come to trump semantic or even narrative values. In 

keeping with our observations in ‘Philosophy and Literature’ above, Kundera too 

seems to consider Flaubert’s work the breakthrough moment in this regard and to 

recognise this moment as coupled with a particular sense of irony: 

 

Madame Bovary: for the first time, a novel is ready to take on the highest 
requirements of poetry (the determination to ‘seek beauty above all’; the 
importance of each particular word; the intense melody of the text; the 
imperative of originality applied to every detail). From 1857 on, the history of 
the novel will be that of the ‘novel become poetry’. But to take on the 
requirements of poetry is quite another thing from lyricising the novel (forgoing 
its essential irony, turning away from the outside world, transforming the 
novel into personal confession, weighing it down with ornament). The 
greatest of all ‘novelists become poets’ are violently antilyrical: Flaubert, 
Joyce, Kafka, Gombrowicz. Novel: antilytical poetry.103 

99 Ibid., p.78. 
100 Ibid., p.158. 
101 Ibid., p.145. 
102 See ibid., p.88. 
103 Ibid., p.144. 
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The singularity of the work resulting from this approach is such that 'reflective 

passages”—the moments at which the work is, apparently, at its most transparently 

cognitive or referential, and thus its most general and paraphrasable—are in fact 

“[t]he hardest to translate”: “not only must their absolute accuracy be preserved (any 

semantic unfaithfulness renders the reflection false), but so must their beauty”.104 

 So: “The novel’s wisdom is different from that of philosophy.”105 Interestingly, 

though, however much it is “born not of the theoretical spirit”,106 the novel is not 

averse to a kind of theorisation. “A novel is often, it seems to me, nothing but a long 

quest for some elusive definitions,”107 Kundera writes; and such ‘definitions’ are 

explicitly associated with the aphoristic: “Aphorism: From the Greek word aphorismos, 

meaning ‘definition’. Aphorism: a poetic form of definition.”108 The vehemence with 

which Kundera attempts to distinguish clearly between the novel and the 

philosophical work, between novelist and philosopher, sometimes seems arrayed 

against a collapse of one into another that is at risk at numerous moments.  

 One such moment comes when he addresses the relationship between the 

novel and a specific ‘counter-philosophical’ movement within philosophy itself: 

phenomenology. Indeed, his account begins by relying on the work of Husserl and 

Heidegger to diagnose the problem of modernity: to the forces of modern decline-

advance aforementioned, “man’s concrete being, his ‘world of life’ (die Lebenswelt), 

has neither value nor interest”,109 and so “is fatally obscured and is being 

forgotten”.110 In its intervention in the “philosophy and science [that] have forgotten 

about man’s being”111 via the remembering of the concrete world of life such forces 

would dismember, insists Kundera, phenomenology has long been preceded by the 

intellectual tradition founded by Cervantes. “Indeed,” he writes, “all the great 

existential themes Heidegger analyses in Being and Time—considering them to have 

been neglected by all earlier European philosophy—had been unveiled, displayed, 

illuminated by four centuries of the European novel.”112 Yet he also acknowledges that 

104 Ibid., p.148. 
105 Ibid., p.160. 
106 Ibid. 
107 Ibid., p.126. 
108 Ibid., p.122. 
109 Ibid., p.17. 
110 Ibid. 
111 Ibid., p.5. 
112 Ibid. 
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the adjective ‘phenomenological’ “isn’t bad”113 as a descriptor for the type of novel he 

advocates and himself writes, admitting that he avoids the word primarily because he 

is “fearful of the professors for whom art is only a derivative of philosophical and 

theoretical trends”114 and insisting instead on the autonomy of the form’s 

investigations. “The novel,” he reminds us, “dealt with the unconscious before Freud, 

the class struggle before Marx, it practiced phenomenology (the investigation of the 

essence of human situations) before the phenomenologists.”115 

 What distinguishes novelist from phenomenologist is less clear here than 

Kundera seems to wish. His own claim that, unlike in the phenomenological treatise, 

in in the novel “the existential code is not examined in abstracto; [and that instead] it 

reveals itself progressively in the action, in the situations”116 is less than convincing 

when one thinks about the innumerable situational examples that emerge in 

phenomenological essays by Merleau-Ponty or Sartre, let alone the commitment of the 

latter to the form of the novel as a primary vehicle for his philosophical meditations. 

The reciprocities between phenomenology and literature are many and complex.117 

Whatever it is that distinguishes a ‘phenomenological essay’ from the novel, as I noted 

at the very beginning of this section, is far from black and white.  

 Likewise, the figure of the novelist—protected so doggedly throughout his 

account—threatens in the book’s final pages to dissolve into another: 

 

I reread Sartre’s short essay ‘What is Writing?’ Not once does he use the word 
‘novel’ or ‘novelist’. He only speaks of the ‘prose writer’. A proper distinction. 
The writer has original ideas and an inimitable voice. He may use any form 
(including the novel), and whatever he writes—being marked by his thought, 
borne by his voice—is part of his work.118 
 

It is a threat that he answers less than convincingly: 

 

The writer inscribes himself on the spiritual map of his time, of his country, on 
the map of the history of ideas. The only context for grasping a novel’s worth 

113 Ibid., p.32. 
114 Ibid. 
115 Ibid., p.32. 
116 Ibid., p.30. 
117 See Gosseti-Ferencei, The Ecstatic Quotidian. For Gosetti-Ferencei, “literary-aesthetic and 
phenomenological reflections upon the everyday are not only analogous but in some ways 
interimplicating” (ibid., p.3). 
118 Kundera, op. cit., pp.144-145. 
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is the history of the European novel. The novelist need answer to no one but 
Cervantes.119 

 

Has Kundera not claimed throughout his account that the novelist succeeds to the 

very extent that he does inscribe himself on the spiritual map (precisely by inscribing 

some new region of the map)? Is this response not, in fact, somewhat unrelated to the 

threat? Does it not contradict some of Kundera’s own earlier claims about the 

intrusion of the author’s voice in the novel? And, on the other hand, should the 

‘writer’ so swiftly be reduced to a personality, embodied in a voice?120 

 Such questions are further complicated by the fact that, however much 

Kundera emphasises the ostensibly nondiscursive notion of musical composition as the 

top-level structuring principle for writing novels, so too does he advocate and 

celebrate the decline of the equally nondiscursive parameter of narrative itself as an 

organising principle for novelistic writing. The latter is performed through a lengthy 

analysis of Hermann Broch’s The Sleepwalkers, where the aesthetic or narrative 

explicitly gives way to the discursive and thematic: 

 

There is a radical difference between The Sleepwalkers and the other great 
twentieth-century ‘frescoes’ (those of Proust, Musil, Thomas Mann, etc): In 
Broch, it is the continuity neither of action nor of biography (a character’s or a 
family’s) that provides the unity of the whole. It is something else, something 
less apparent, less apprehensible, something hidden: the continuity of one 
theme (that of man facing the process of a disintegration of values).121 
 

Does this not begin to speak against any such neat distinction between the ‘novel’ and 

the broader category of ‘prose writing’ as Kundera acknowledges apropos Sartre? And 

does this not too, perhaps, bring the novel toward a threshold of philosophy? What 

sense does this distinction make in relation to some of the latter-day heroes of 

Kundera’s account? “Musil and Broch,” he writes, “brought a sovereign and radiant 

intelligence to bear on the novel. Not to transform the novel into philosophy, but to 

119 Ibid., p.144. 
120 In the Introduction to this dissertation, I pointed to Clarkson’s development of Coetzee’s notion of 
countervoices as a powerful account of the way in which the writer exceeds, precisely by giving 
himself over to, the multiple voices by which he is traversed. In Coetzee’s view, as we have seen, 
“[i]t is some measure of a writer’s seriousness whether he does evoke/invoke those countervoices in 
himself, that is, step down from the position of what Lacan calls ‘the subject supposed to know’” 
(Coetzee, Doubling the Point, p.65). 
121 Kundera, op. cit., p.47. 
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marshal around the story all the means—rational and irrational, narrative and 

contemplative—that could illuminate man’s being; could make of the novel the 

supreme intellectual synthesis.”122  

 Here, of course, we arrive at the feature of Kundera’s account most relevant to 

my interests in this dissertation: his claim that among the most important and 

promising literary developments in recent history has been the convergence of the 

novel with the essay: “a new art of the specifically novelistic essay (which does not 

claim to bear an apodictic message but remains hypothetical, playful, or ironic)”.123 

Kundera avers that this type of novel, first and most forcefully announced by Robert 

Musil and Hermann Broch, belongs centrally to the historical development of the 

novel. It coincides with the latest stage in an unfolding sense of the “elementary 

possibilities for the novelist: he tells a story (Fielding), he describes a story (Flaubert), 

he thinks a story (Musil)”.124 Likewise, in reference to his own novel, Life is Elsewhere, 

he writes: “I don’t show you what happens inside [the protagonist] Jaromil’s head; 

rather, I show what happens inside my own: I observe my Jaromil for a long while, 

and I try, step by step, to get to the heart of his attitude, in order to understand it, 

name it, grasp it.”125 Indeed, the contemporary novel in Kundera’s account appears to 

become authentic to the extent that it converges with or dissolves into the essay. It is 

not that the essay interrupts the novel, but rather that it encompasses it: Kundera calls 

for a novelistic essay, and not an essayistic novel. At its most novelistic—the moment 

at which it is most truly practising an emphatically novelistic mode of thought, rather 

than participating in the mere recapitulation of generic idees reçu—the novel appears 

to be turning into an essay.  

 

 

 

The essay as novel 
 

  Essay, essays, essayism 

 

122 Ibid., p.16. 
123 Ibid., p.65. 
124 Ibid., pp.139-140. 
125 Ibid., p.31. 
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Reviewing influential texts in the theory of the essay, I am struck by how readily one 

can construct an account of the form that mirrors Kundera’s account of the novel 

almost term-for-term—up to and including its twentieth-century convergence with its 

‘opposite’.126 

As with the novel, critics often remark upon the essential indefiniteness of the 

essay. It offers a range and variability that commentators emphasise by reeling off the 

many topics—“potentially infinite—from the most serious to the most trivial”127 This 

126 My account here focuses primarily on the ‘continental’ tradition of the essay, that is, the tradition 
stemming—often with explicit acknowledgement—from Montaigne. There is, however, as Obaldia 
notes, an English tradition of the essay that is in some ways quite different. This tradition is seen as 
beginning with the work of Bacon. See Obaldia, The Essayistic Spirit, p.37. 
127 Ibid., p.2. As an inventory comparable to DeLillo’s earlier-cited list of possibilities for the novel, 
for example, consider this from the opening of Brian Dillion’s recent essay on the essay, titled 
Essayism: “On essays and essayists. On the death of a moth, humiliation, the Hoover dam and how to 
write; an inventory of objects on the author’s desk, an account of wearing spectacles, which he does 
not; what another learned about himself the day he fell unconscious from his horse; of noses, of 
cannibals, of method; diverse meanings of the word ‘lumber’; many vignettes, published over 
decades, in which the writer, or her elegant stand-in, described her condition of dislocation in the 
city, and did it so blithely that no one guessed it was all true; a dissertation on roast pig; a heap of 
language; a tour of the monuments; a magazine article that in tone and structure so nearly 
resembles its object, or conceals it, that flummoxed readers depart in droves; a sentence you could 
whisper in the ear of a dying man; an essay upon essays; on the author’s brief and oblique friendship 
with the great jazz singer; a treatise on melancholy, also on everything else; a species of drift or 
dissolve, at the level of logic and language, that time and again requires the reader to page back in 
wonder—how did we get from there to here?—before the writer’s skill (or perhaps his inattention); 
a sermon on death, preached in the poet’s final days on earth, before a picture of his own shrouded 
person; the metaphoric power of same: the womb of a grave, the grace a whirlpool. Death’s hands 
stretched to save us; a long read; a short history of decay; a diary’s prompt towards self-
improvement: ‘To sew on my buttons (and button my lip)’; on a dancer arrayed like an insect or a 
ray of light; love, alphabetised; life; alphabetised; every second of a silent clown’s appearance on 
screen, dissected: ‘We commit a cruelty against existence if we do not interpret it to death’; on the 
cows outside the window; their movement and mass, their possible emotions; what happened next 
will amaze you; upon a time a dutiful thing, set and judged by teachers, proof because proof 
needed—of what? Compliance, competence and comprehension, proper meanness of ambition; but 
later, discovered in the library and under the bedclothes: sparks or scintillation, stabs at 
bewilderment, some effort or energy flung at the void; and style too, scurrilous entertainments, a 
writing that’s all surface, torsion and poise, something so artful it can hardly be told from disarray; 
an art among others of the sidelong glance, obliquities and digressions; an addiction to arduous 
learning; a study of punctuation marks, their meaning and morality; seven Dada manifestos, forty-
one false starts, the writer’s technique in thirteen theses; an account of what passed through the 
author’s mind in the seconds before a stagecoach crash, somewhere on the road between 
Manchester and Glasgow, ‘in the second or third summer after Waterloo’. The writing of the 
disaster. Confessions, cool memories, a collection of sand. Curiosities. The philosophy of furniture. 
An account of the late eclipse. What was it like to fly high above the capital, through silver mis and 
hail, when flying was yet new? The answer: ‘Innumerable arrows shot at us, down the august 
avenue of our approach.’” (Dillon, B., Essayism, London: Fitzcaraldo Editions, 2017, pp.11-12) One 
striking feature of this list is the way in which it moves almost imperceptibly between descriptions of 
particular essays (“almost all of which are real” (ibid, p.13), writes Dillon, and one recognises here 
references to writers ranging from Montaigne to Blanchot and Adorno to Sontag and D’Agata) to 
what seem more like broad categorial descriptions, such that it is not clear at many points whether 
the remarks are about the essays in question or about what the essays in question are about. There 
develops, in other words, such a persistent hesitation between type and token that one begins to feel 
unsure of the merit of that distinction, keenly aware of the logic of the instance itself. Dillon’s list is, 
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infinity of possible content is matched by infinite possibilities form. In The Essayistic 

Spirit: Literature, Modern Criticism and the Essay, Claire de Obaldia connects the 

form’s “resistance to resolving itself into identifiable generic contours”128 to the same 

power of ‘incorporation’ that Kundera connects to the novel: 

 

Its ability to incorporate the qualities of any one of the three Aristotelian 
categories of the lyric, the dramatic, and the epic—or, even more typically, of 
all three together—makes it a literary hybrid…. Its ability to overlap with 
these categories is such that when examining ‘The Essay and Other Forms of 
Literature’, some theorists refer spontaneously to ‘The Essay as Poem’, ‘The 
Essay as Play’, and ‘The Essay as Story’. All the above contributes to turning 
the essay into a ‘baggy monster’ which can be stretched in any direction.129 

 

“As Maupassant’s famous comment goes,” writes Obaldia, “‘the critic who dares to 

write “this is a novel, this is not” seems to be blesses with a perspicacity that very 

much resembles incompetence’.”130 This is equally the case, she implies, of the essay. 

The field of essay studies has thus, she claims, always found its object “a 

particularly problematic form of writing”131: 

 

Divergences in the description of the genre, whether they are based on a 
historical perspective or on the study of the form at any one time, are 
extreme. Some argue that the fluctuations in the meaning of the word ‘essay’ 
are due to the fact that the genre varies greatly from one country to the next. 
Others—and this is the case for most histories of the essay—do not even 
present it as a genre: they concentrate rather on individual essayist, with a 
marked emphasis on the biographical and socio-cultural context; indeed, they 
seem to assume that each essay-structure is unique to the individual essayist, 
that there is no essay but only essays, as many essays as there are essayists. 
This could well be justified by the fact that most definitions of the essay refer 
back to the official founder or the genre, to Montaigne, whose Essais he 
himself describes as ‘the only book of its kind in the world’, not just in the 
sense of being referable to one unmistakeable author but in the sense of being 
the expression of the author’s essence (‘a book of one substance with its 

of course, itself an example of just such hesitation—the italics of its opening title barely dissembling 
the fact that this sentence-fragment itself belongs to the list at whose margins it sits, part of the 
frame and part of the framed—and rightly so, since the list is itself an essay (and/or a fragment of 
one), and so enacts and enlarges the very thing it attempts to describe. This is, ironically enough, 
one of numerous ways in which this particular essay is exemplary. 
128 Obaldia, op. cit., p.3. 
129 Ibid., pp.3-4. 
130 Ibid., p.4. 
131 Ibid., p.1. 
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author, proper to me and a limb of my life’), an indissociable extension of 
himself.132 

 

The collapse that Obaldia notes of essay into essayist noted recalls DeLillo’s above-

cited suggestion that novels are whatever novelists are writing at a given time. In the 

case of the essay, this indexing of practice to practitioner has been made more 

strongly still. “Some theorists,” observes Obaldia, “have gone so far as to appropriate 

Montaigne’s famous claim to the uniqueness of the species not only to assert that 

there are as many essays as there are essayists, but even more literally that no one has 

ever written essays after Montaigne, that his are the only essays that exist in the 

proper sense of the word.”133  

If one is willing to grant, over against such theorists, that the essay as a genre 

does in fact exist, it must nonetheless be viewed as a form written—again, echoing 

Kundera—in the spirit (as in Obaldia’s title) of its founder’s project, rather than in any 

direct imitation or clearly defined set of textual features. Indeed, to the extent that the 

essay is in some sense coextensive with its author, the textual embodiment of his or 

her unprecedented singularity as an individual, each essay will perforce be, if not 

entirely new, then a departure from, as much as a renewal of, the form. The spirit of 

the essay, then, arguably consists in “the very denial of genre”;134 an essay, like a 

novel in Kundera’s generically ‘eccentric’ account, belongs to its genre by being a- or 

anti-generic. 

Such ambiguities affect not only to the formal definition of the essay, but also 

its status as epistemic quest. As Obaldia’s reference to the ‘official founder’ of the form 

suggests, in our attempt to sketch an account of the essay comparable to Kundera’s 

account of the novel, Montaigne would certainly serve the same mythic paternal role 

as does Cervantes in the latter.135 Where Kundera offers the image of Don Quixote 

setting forth from his home into an unfamiliar modernity, we might counter with the 

equality legendary image of Montaigne retreating to the privacy of his study to reflect 

on his own life. One pursues outward adventure in an uncertain world, the other 

takes his equally uncertain journey inward. The discoveries and inventions of each, 

132 Ibid. 
133 Ibid. 
134 Ibid., p.3. 
135 The lifespan of each writer roughly overlaps that of the other: Montaigne 1533-1592, Cervantes 
1547-1616. 
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however, are of a piece: that one’s motion is centrifugal and the other’s centripetal is a 

secondary and superficial difference, since both are concerned with understanding the 

subject in a fundamentally new experiential and epistemic space. The essay, that is to 

say, has since its inception been precisely the kind of investigation of the nature of the 

self that Kundera finds motivating the novel: “I am myself the matter [la matiere] of 

my book,” writes Montaigne.136  

In the novel, Kundera argues, the self is investigated as distinct but 

inseparable, except by critical violence and finally misunderstanding, from the world 

that engenders it and in which it acts. Similarly, while the essay attends to objects 

external to the self—frequently, for example, entitling its efforts with the prepositions 

‘on’ or ‘of’ or ‘towards’, followed by the object of its attention137—this amounts always 

to an ‘indirect’ approach to the constituting subject. Montaigne’s Essais, writes Melehy, 

are not only “a book of the subject” but also “a subjective book: they say ‘I speak’, ‘I 

believe’, ‘I produce’, ‘I like’, more than ‘speech’, ‘belief’, ‘production’, ‘friendship’”.138 

Even so, the result is often portrayed as means and product of dereification, a 

destabilising of the subject-object distinction: 

 

Lukacs draws a parallel between essay-writing and portrait-painting in a way 
that turns the former into a half-mimetic, half-creative experience, one that 
‘aims at a kind of truth, as well as imaginative response’… Most significantly, 
portrait-painting—and by extension essay-writing—includes the artist as well 
as the model: in ‘representing the likeness of his sitter’, the portraitist and by 
extension the essayist ‘also represents his own likeness in his painting’ so that 
‘the created image is both ‘like’ the sitter and ‘like’ the artist; it is a 
convergence of individual identities.139 

 

 The essay’s dividedness between truth to an empirical or external object and 

truth to imaginative response, its blurring of the line separating subject from object, 

knower from known, has also been related, at least since Lukacs, to the claim that the 

essay is at once a work of art (or literature) and science (or philosophy). This is no 

happy synthesis, but an uneasy duality—as Obaldia puts it, that “the tension between 

136 Montaigne, M. de, The Complete Essays of Michel de Montaigne, trans. D.M. Frame, Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1958, p.2. 
137 Dillon contends that “the essay is first of all a type of measurement or judgment, not so much a 
test of itself, of its own powers, or its author’s powers, as a weighing of something outside itself” 
(Dillon, op. cit., p.16). 
138 Melehy cited in Freed, Robert Musil and the NonModern, p.47. 
139 Obaldia, op. cit., p.9. 
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what we identify today as the literary and the extra-literary is inherent in the very 

logic of the genre”140: 

 

On the one hand, the form of the essay makes it a member of literature and 
does, for some theorists, grant it the right to establish itself as a fourth literary 
genre alongside the other three. On the other hand, the content of the essay, 
the fact that it is concerned with ideas ultimately addressed directly by an 
author to a reader, assigns the genre primarily to the category of didactic, 
expository, or critical writing… The result of this conflict between form and 
content is that the essay ‘goes unrecognised either as knowledge or as art’. 
From the point of view of science or philosophy, the essay is too ‘artistic’, too 
concerned with the strategies of writing itself; yet this does not suffice boldly 
to admit the genre into the realm of so-called imaginative literature.141 

 

The result of this tension, suggests Obaldia, is that the essay remains marginal to both 

literature and philosophy, to science and to art. It is unclear, in short, whether the 

essay is a primary or a secondary text; it hovers ambiguously between both categories, 

as text and as para-text.142 

 This marginal relationship to established disciplines and epistemic domains, as 

well as to the positivities of their respective discourses, befits well a form that, much 

like the novel in Kundera’s account, is motivated by an enduring scepticism: “What do 

I know? [Que scay-je?]”143 was famously the motto of Montaigne’s project. It is, writes 

Adorno, “the critical form par excellence”.144 For Montaigne—unlike Descartes and so 

much of the philosophical tradition he begets—scepticism is never fully undone or 

satisfied; the essay neither seeks nor yields a firm and final epistemological 

grounding, but rather makes of itself an ongoing project in the interrelated practices 

of writing and reflection, construction and critique.  

 While certainly driven toward knowledge, then, the essay, like the novel, is 

only ever tentative or provisional in its conclusions. Dillon argues that the essay 

“aspires to express the quintessence or crux of its matter”, an aspiration he links “to a 

140 Ibid., p.5. 
141 Ibid., p.5. 
142 As Obaldia points out in her diachronic analysis of the essay, it is also thus a pre- and post-text: 
“[a]s a rehearsal, the essay operates like a preliminary paratext (draft or foreword/preface) but also 
like a post-liminary paratext” (ibid., p.20). 
143 Ibid, p.31n117. 
144 Adorno, T.W., ‘The Essay as Form’, New German Critique, trans. B. Hullot-Kentor, no. 32, 1984, 
p.166. 
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sort of polish and integrity”145 in its style; yet, at the same time, this ambition to arrive 

at a lapidary statement of what it knows opens onto a “conflict inside the essay as 

form”146: namely, that “it wants at the same time to insist that its purview is 

partial”,147 a tendency against tendency that likewise finds its formal expression in the 

self-referential perforation of semblance and a sense of formal incompleteness or 

dependency.148 “The passages are many,” writes Dillon, “in which the great essayists 

announce (or denounce, because essayists are sometimes ashamed to be essayists) the 

tentative nature of their method or form.”149  

 Just as the novel, for Kundera, is wise to the extent that it is fundamentally 

uncertain and ironic, the essay thus combines, in Adorno’s phrase, “thought’s utopian 

vision of hitting the bullseye…with the consciousness of its own fallibility and 

provisional character”.150 Just as knowledge, we might say, is subordinate in the essay 

to critical practice, so too is this practice itself an object of scepticism. Thus, while 

Kundera sees the playful or indeterminate nature of the knowledge furnished by the 

‘specifically novelistic essay’ as something bestowed upon the essay by the novel, one 

might in fact posit that the reverse is equally the case, since such ironic provisionality 

is inscribed in the notion of the essay from the very start. “If my mind could gain a 

firm footing,” writes Montaigne, in language that may remind us of Flaubert’s 

aversion to decision and commitment to a permanent (even an expert) amateurism, “I 

would not make essays, I would make decisions; but it is always in apprenticeship and 

on trial.”151 

 This need not imply, however, that the essay is imprecise. An important reply 

to the notion of the essayistic qua the vague that crops up here comes from one of 

Kundera’s heroes: Musil. In The Man Without Qualities, the narrator remarks of the 

essay form that “[n]othing is more foreign to it than the irresponsible and half-baked 

quality of thought known as subjectivism”.152 In his essay ‘On the Essay’, meanwhile, 

Musil suggests that the essay, rather than being “something left over in an area where 

145 Dillon, Essayism, p.18. 
146 Ibid.  
147 Ibid. 
148 Obaldia points out that these competing demands—the demand of stylistic polish and the 
demand of a casual or unaffected style—are connected to the essay being seen as at once too serious 
and not serious enough. See Obaldia, op. cit., p.19. 
149 Ibid., p.17. 
150 Adorno, op. cit., p.16. 
151 Montaigne, op. cit., p.611. 
152 Musil, R., The Man Without Qualities, ed. B. Pike, trans. S. Wilkins, London: Picador, 2011, p.273. 
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one can work precisely”, is rather “the strictest form attainable in an area where one 

cannot work precisely”.153 The essay, avers Musil, “takes its form and method from 

science, its matter from art”; in seeking “to establish an order…[presents] a 

connection of thoughts, that is, a logical connection, and it proceeds from facts, like 

the natural sciences”.154 “Except,” he goes on, “that these facts are not generally 

observable, and also their connections are in many cases only a singularity. There is 

no total solution, but only a series of particular ones.”155  

 Whatever knowledge emerges from the essay, then, emerges as knowledge of 

a specific situation: over against the ‘top-down’ application of universal to particular 

that Kundera, along with Adorno, sees in philosophical discourse, then, the essay, like 

the novel, locates the universal in the particular—or better, as Adorno himself puts it, 

“the desire of the essay is not to seek and filter the eternal out of the transitory; it 

wants, rather, to make the transitory eternal”.156 From this particularistic attitude 

stems the essay’s aversion to the systematic and the complete: it does not “start with 

Adam and Eve”, writes Adorno; nor does it “deduce itself rigorously from theory”; 

“nor is it a down payment on future syntheses.”157 “The essay is not a provisional 

instance of something that might otherwise attain the solid status of a truth,” insists 

Dillon.158 This brings it into conflict with the conceptual consciousness of which it 

partakes. In arguing fervently for the anti-systematic attitude of the essay form, 

Adorn—much like Musil—places it in distinct opposition to a number of “rules 

established by Descartes’ Discourse on Method at the beginning of modern Western 

science and its theory”—rules that together embody “the ideal of clara et distincta 

perceptio and indubitable certainty” that mainstream philosophy considers itself to 

pursue—and not infrequently attain.159 As Obaldia puts it: 

 

The very choice of the essay form (and of its kinder forms like the dialogue, 
the meditation, or the aphorism) manifests philosophy’s awareness of its time-
bound, historical character, its recognition, in concrete terms, of the 
contingency of the subject (writer or read) and world of upon discourse. As 

153 Musil, M., Precision and Soul: Essays and Addresses, p.48. 
154 Ibid., p.49. 
155 Ibid. 
156 Adorno, op. cit., p.159. 
157 Ibid., p.165. 
158 Dillon, op. cit., p.20. 
159 Adorno, op. cit., p.161. For an itemisation and discussion of these rules, see Ercolino, op. cit., 
p.28. 
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such, it marks the rejection, described by Berel Lang, of the ideal of a context-
free or neutral medium characteristic of a philosophy which models itself 
upon scientific discourse. In the latter case, the reader is confronted with a 
ready-made truth, with the ‘static or unified whole’ of a philosophical system 
which ‘intends to describe the world, not to change it, much less to be 
changed by it’.160 

 

Dillon, too, notes the way in which the essay “never exhaustively or systematically”161 

examines its object. Melehy sees in Montaigne’s practice of essayism “an attenuation 

of the forcefulness of reason” that would find full expression in the later work of 

Descartes. This is registered, too, in what J.M. Bernstein, in his study of Descartes’ 

Discourse on Method, calls the “self-abolishing narrative, a narrative whose very 

movement requires that it become more than narrative, a movement that requires that 

narrative become system”.162  

The essay is thus a form—like the novel, the truth of which, avers Kundera, 

resides in its complexity, its formal rebuke to the tendency toward oversimplification 

or reduction—that is inherently fragmentary and multiple, ever at odds with itself. If 

the knowledge yielded by the essay is singular, it is not univocal. Looking at the deep 

etymological roots of the term ‘essay’, and finding there the Latin examen, Jean 

Starobinski writes that:  

 

another meaning of examen designates a swarm of bees, a flock of birds. The 
common etymology would be the verb exigo, to push out, to chase, then to 
demand. How enticing if the nuclear meaning of today’s words had to result 
from their meanings in a distant past! The essay might as well be the 
demanding weighing, the thoughtful examination, but also the verbal swarm 
from which one liberates development.163 

 

“The essay,” writes Dillion apropos Starobinski’s lines, “is diverse and several—it 

teems.”164  

 This is true, too, in the sense that the essay is typically both explicitly 

citational and dialogical. Freed notes the essayistic practice, since Montaigne, “of 

160 Obaldia, op. cit., p.32. 
161 Dillon, op. cit., p.2. 
162 Bersntein, J.M., The Philosophy of the Novel: Lukács, Marxism and the Dialectics of Form, 
Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1984, p.173. 
163 Starobinski cited in Dillon, op. cit., p.17. 
164 Ibid., p.17. 
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uncited borrowings from numerous sources”.165 Montaigne’s essays are themselves 

“constellations made up of united passages from various sources”.166 “In this,” writes 

Obaldia, 

 

the essay comes closest to a genre which, since Plato’s dialogues, has been 
used time and again as a means of presenting ideas from the point of view of 
an author who ‘is present, if at all, only to perform the duties of a director’. It 
is through the act of weighing…of approaching the matter from different 
angles, of choosing arguments for and against in the manner of the heuristic 
and dialectical method of question and answer, that the topic under 
investigation becomes the object of a dialogue.167  

 

From Retallack, we might add the following:  

 

Montaigne’s essaying was, in fact, of the nature of lively idiosyncratic, 
contingent, and digressive conversations with absent friends, a moving play of 
the senses, intertwining intellectual history and everyday life with rhetorical 
gestures (countless interrogatives, for example) implying the presence of an 
interlocutor. And the invention of this form was itself circumstantial. 
According to Donald Frame, Montaigne only started writing essays after the 
death of a close friend whose conversation he sorely missed.168 

 

I take this to indicate that the polyphonic quality that Kundera, following Bakhtin, 

sees in the novel, and sees the novel as conferring upon the essay in their confluence, 

belongs already to the essay.169 

Having raised both the issue of the tentative or provisional claims to 

knowledge made by the essay and the way in which this is related to the (particular, 

experimental) manner of their expression, we can now, as is obligatory in studies of 

165 Freed, op. cit., p.98. 
166 Ibid. 
167 Obaldia, op. cit., p.3. 
168 Retallack, J., The Poethical Wager, Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003, p.48. 
169 In its polyphony, meanwhile, the essay as much as the novel amount to an analogue for an 
ideally diverse, egalitarian community: where Kundera finds the novel to be that form “incompatible 
with the totalitarian universe” (Kundera, op. cit., p.14), Adorno opposes the essay to both totalising 
modes of thought (to wit, identity thinking) and their embodiment in modes of social, economic, 
and political domination (namely, totalitarianism—or, even before it, its ideology). It is this dual 
negation that draws Adorno himself to the essayist’s craft: “Its form follows the critical thought that 
man is no creator, that nothing human is creation. The essay, always directed towards artifacts, does 
not present itself as a creation; nor does it long for something all-embracing, the totality of which 
would resemble creation. Its totality, the unity of a form thoroughly constructed in itself, is that of 
non-totality; one that even as form does not assert the thesis of the identity of thought and thing, 
the thesis which in its own content the essay rejects.” (Adorno, op. cit., p.165) 
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the form, turn to the way in which these are implied in the various resonances of its 

name: “the word ‘essay’ comes from the French essai and essayer,” writes Obaldia; “to 

attempt, to experiment, to try out, and further back from the Latin exagium, 

‘weighing’ an object or idea, examining from various angles”.170 Similar connotations 

emerge in the equivalent German term Versuch, which, as Joan Retallack points out, 

“has ‘search’ (suche)—seeking, tracking—embedded in it”.171 As already indicated 

above in relation to the centrality of scepticism to the essay, this implies a deep link 

between the essay and its essaying; that is, between the written embodiment or 

performance of reflection and the composition from which it emerges, between 

product and process.  

Whatever the essay’s most crucial insights, they do not exist wholly anterior to 

the work of writing. “The most happily adulterated essays,” writes Retallack, 

“continue to enact attempts, experiments that promise less about outcome than about 

possibilities noticed in the activity of exploration itself.”172 The authentic essay is not 

the mere textual transmission of a thought that existed in its entirely beforehand; the 

essay’s form thus “reflects the brave and curious but faltering nature of the writing 

mind”.173 Bravery and curiosity: these qualities, in the essay as much as the novel, 

connect the quest for knowledge with a sense of adventure.  

For Montaigne, just as for Cervantes, the act of composition is assigned an 

epistemic function. The Essais are written not to describe knowledge of which the 

author is already in possession, but instead in this spirit of intrepid discovery. As 

Montaigne himself has it: “What I write here is not my teaching, but my study; it is 

not a lesson for others, but for me.”174 “If it concerns a subject which I do not 

understand at all,” he writes elsewhere, “that is the very reason why I assay my 

judgment on it.”175 “This, then, is how the essay is distinguished from a treatise,” 

writes Max Bense. “The person who writes essayistically is the one who composes as 

he experiments, who turns his object around, questions it, feels it, tests it, reflects on 

it, who attacks it from different sides and assembles what he sees in his mind’s eye 

and puts into words what the object allows one to see under the conditions created in 

170 Obaldia, op. cit., p.2. 
171 Retallack, op. cit., p.54. 
172 Ibid., p.49. 
173 Dillon, op. cit., p.18. 
174 Montaigne, op. cit., p.272. 
175 Montaigne cited in Obaldia, op. cit., p.29n108. 
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the course of writing.”176 For Montaigne, as for authentic essayists who write in a 

similar spirit, the essay is, as Carl Klaus puts it, “a means of exploring himself and his 

ideas about human experience, and his essays were, in a sense, a means of thinking 

on paper, of trying things out in writing”.177 To the extent that one is bound up with 

one’s emerging essay, the latter becomes an attempt “to define and create oneself in 

the very process of defining and creating the object at hand”.178 The composition of 

the essay is, then, at once an exercise in self-invention and in self-study. 

For all its aversion to the systematic, the essay is necessarily opposed to 

neither reason nor order. Instead, like the novel in Kundera’s account, the essay is 

often portrayed as obeying a subjective or phenomenological—for example, 

“ambulatory”179—principle of ordering; at other times, it is portrayed as attempting to 

obey some logic in the object itself; often, these two are implicitly spliced together, or 

seen as dialectically interrelated. Writes Freed, of Montaigne: 

 

Every judgment of a thing, every observation and proposition, becomes a 
partial judgment of certain aspects of the thing, strictly in relation to the 
subject. And the subject itself emerges bit by bit in the writing of these 
relations, no more revealing itself as a whole than do any of the objects. The 
text of the Essays is made of the interweaving of these varied parts; and 
‘Montaigne’, never a stable entity becomes. Readable as the assembly of thees 
fragments.180 

 

At the same time, the essayist also has one eye always on the aesthetic logic of form as 

this enters into conversation with the material: like the novel for Kundera, for 

example, the essay for Adorno approaches the “logic of music, that stringent and yet 

aconceptual art of transition”.181 This compositional logic “appropriate[s] for verbal 

language something it forfeited under the domination of discursive logic”: in short, 

those aesthetic dimensions obscured by its functional use. “[A]lthough that logic 

cannot be set aside,” writes Adorno, it can be “outwitted within its own forms by dint 

176 Bense cited in Adorno, Notes to Literature, Volume 1, p.17. 
177 Klaus cited in Obaldia, op. cit., p.4. 
178 Obaldia, op. cit., p.15. 
179 Ibid., p.2. Musil’s narrator speaks similarly of “the way an essay, in the sequence of its 
paragraphs, explores a thing from many sides without wholly encompassing it” (Musil, The Man 
Without Qualities, p.270). 
180 Freed, op. cit., p.48. 
181 Adorno, ‘The Essay as Form’, p.169. 
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of incisive subjective expression.”182 He writes: 

  

For the essay does not stand in simple opposition to discursive procedure. It is 
not unlogical; it obeys logical criteria insofar as the totality of its propositions 
must fit together coherently. No mere contradictions may remain unless they 
are established as belonging to the object itself. But the essay does not develop 
its ideas in accordance with discursive logic. It neither makes deductions from 
a principle nor draws conclusions from coherent individual observations. It 
coordinates elements instead of subordinating them, and only the essence of 
its content, not the manner in which it is presented, is commensurable with 
logical criteria. In comparison with forms in which a preformed content is 
communicated indifferently, the essay is more dynamic than traditional 
thought by virtue of the tension between the presentation and the matter 
presented.183 

 

“What do I think I mean by ‘essayism’?” asks Dillon. “Not the practice merely 

of the form, but an attitude to the form—to its spirit of adventure and its unfinished 

nature—and towards much else.”184 Central to Kundera’s account of the cognitive 

function of the novel is the claim that the novel knows the world in a particular way: 

that it knows and says ‘what only the novel can’. Of cardinal importance to such 

particularity, as I suggested above, is the novel’s self-consciousness regarding what it, 

by virtue of knowing as it does, therefore does not know. The essay demonstrates a 

similar self-consciousness: as Dillon notes, in equal measure as the essay tries, so too it 

“gives up”185—a claim that may hold true along both its epistemic and aesthetic 

vectors. Similarly, Adorno avers that the essay “says what is at issue and stops where it 

feels itself complete—not where nothing is left to say”.186 

 

 

  Writer and reader 

 

It is worth adding, here, in relation to these comments linking investigation and 

improvisation, discovery and invention, thinking and doing, that in dispelling many of 

the expectations of finality associated with work and of mastery associated with 

182 Ibid. 
183 Ibid. 
184 Dillon, op. cit., p.20. 
185 Ibid., p.17. 
186 Adorno, op. cit., p.152. 
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authorship, so too does the essay undo entrenched assumptions regarding the 

teleology of reading. The indeterminacy implicit in the term essay, writes Obaldia, 

“inevitably affects the pragmatic dimension of the ‘contract’ between writer and 

reader”: “The very word ‘essay’ disorientates the reader’s horizon of expectations, for 

if it is associated with the authority and authenticity of someone who speaks in his or 

her own name, it also disclaims all responsibility with regard to what is after all only 

‘tried out’ and which is therefore closer, in a sense, to the ‘as if ’ of fiction’.187  

 Adorno, meanwhile, though noting that the tension between matter and 

presentation makes the essay “more dynamic than traditional thought”, admits that it 

is, at the same time “more static”, given that it is “a constructed juxtaposition of 

elements”,188 lacking the sense of generic integration that would smooth the reader’s 

path. This of course invokes the broader discussion about the phenomenology of 

reading that I have already discussed with reference to Iser (who, recall, addresses the 

many ways in which the attention to the activity of the role of the reader sees it 

converge with that traditionally assigned to the writer). Indeed, invoking a set of 

Iserian concepts, Obaldia writes that: 

 

the author’s position in systematic philosophy…corresponds to the 
transcendental, universalist or ‘authorial’ point of view of the third (passive) 
person, and the space it ascribes to the reader is the, correspondingly, of an 
‘implied reader’: one that ‘embodies all those predispositions necessary for a 
literary work to exercise its effect’ while precluding empirical interference. 
The ideal of philosophical—as scientific—discourse is in fact the absence of 
point of view aimed at by pure exposition (what comes closes to drama), with 
no intrusion whatsoever of a narrative or interpretive voice. The essay’s 
resistance to this ‘neutralist model’ is illustrated by its interest in revealing the 
author’s process of thinking unconstrained by any foregone conclusions. 
Instead of leading the passive reader ‘step-by-step, in a logical and orderly 
manner, to an already established point of certainty and clarity’, the essayist 
requires the reader’s active participation in the form of a constantly renewed 
evaluation, deduction, and interpretation of the matter at hand. In this 
interaction model—to continue with Berel Lang’s terminology—the reader, 
who is now empirical or contingent rather than transcendental or ‘implied’, 
must in other words be as actively involved as the speaker. ‘Speech,’ 
Montaigne writes, ‘belongs half to the speaker, half to the listener’, as 
illustrated by his description of reader and writer on opposite sides of a tennis 

187 Obaldia, op. cit., p.3. 
188 Adorno, op. cit., p.170. 
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net.189 
 

Retallack points out in a similarly Iserian vein that, “[s]ince a genre lives first 

in its composition and then in its realisation by those who ‘perform’ it (I take writing 

and reading to be equally performative acts), the essay text, like the poem, like the 

musical score, is nothing other than notations for performance.”190 In her meditation 

on the form, while largely sharing the conception of the essay we have been tracing 

here, Retallack notes also the ways in which this conception cuts across, or ought to 

collapse, the expectations we bring to bear on neighbouring genres. “Essays,” she 

writes, “like poems and philosophical meditations, should elude our grasp just 

because their business is to approach the liminal spectrum of near-unintelligibility—

immediate experience complicating what we thought we knew.”191 “[T]he best essay,” 

she summarises, “is a puzzle.”192  

This last note may at first suggest a kind of difficulty at odds with the spirit of 

the essayistic contract hitherto sketched, indeed an implication of the very authorial 

mastery such works set out to surmount, figuring the author as knowing riddler. Yet 

Retallack is quick to correct this impression: “Difficult texts,” she writes, “those that 

are difficult because of the proportions of what the writer is attempting to take on, 

have this quality of appealing vulnerability. Rather than pushing the reader away, 

they suggest collaboration.”193 As Retallack points out, early readers of Montaigne 

were deeply cognisant of “subjective investment” his invitations to collaborate 

elicited: “Pascal wrote, ‘It is not in Montaigne, but in myself that I find all that I see in 

him’; and Emerson, ‘It seemed to me as if I myself had written the book.’”194  

Interestingly, this relation cuts both ways. Adorno notes as a particularity of 

the essay, and as an element of its critique of authorial originality, that it “catches fire, 

without scruple, on what others have already done”.195 What this, coupled with the 

citational practices we have already noted, suggests is that Montaigne begins his work 

189 Obaldia, op. cit., pp.32-33. 
190 Retallack, op. cit., p.49. 
191 Ibid., p.48. 
192 Ibid. 
193 Ibid., pp.49-50. “I wonder,” she goes on to ask, “if the great sacred texts in every culture, those 
that enlist whole communities of readers as commentators and interpreters over vast stretches of 
time, don’t all have this quality of being unfinished, unfinishable, posing enough puzzles for 
generations to live with.” (Ibid., p.50) 
194 Ibid., p.49. 
195 Adorno, op. cit., p.152. 
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as a writer as a reader; that his writing is an expression and extension of the reading 

practice to which it, in turn, invites others. This quality of “reaching out of text toward 

reader”, posits Retallack, “grounds the limitations of the writer”. It suggests that “the 

richer the matters at hand the more the writer needs the help of an intelligent, 

informed, interested reader.”196  

The essay as a generic marker, then, calls above all for a particular frame of 

the composing (writing, reading) mind: it names both a kind of active engagement of 

reflective judgment that cuts across levels of form and content, concept and intuition, 

universal and particular, while placing in abeyance any particular sense of completion 

or consequentiality. For my part, I find it increasingly difficult to distinguish this 

frame of mind from the speculative consciousness requested, as we have already seen 

at earlier points in this dissertation, by that other generic name: the novel. 

 

 

  The bad essay 

 

Just as in Kundera’s account of the novel, there is the ‘bad’ essay that betrays all the 

promise of its authentic counterpart. Clearly, the essay both manifestly does, and yet 

cannot, fail on the criteria of the systematic treatise or the conventional didactic text. 

Yet it can fail in matters of troth or authenticity, by the betrayal of its animating and 

legitimating spirit. Adorno, for example, suggests that “[t]he bad essay chats about 

people instead of opening up the matter at hand”197, falling victim to the ever-present 

risk of a form that aims to dislocate assumptions dividing the trivial from the 

significant, and yet “whose suspicion toward false profundity is no defence against its 

own turning into skilful superficiality”.198 

The temptation to import oversimplifying conceptual frameworks, paired with 

the temptation toward a kind of reified belletristic style (that of “feuilleton 

journalism”), Adorno blames for “a flood of cultural trash-literature”.199 This is a 

manifestation of inauthenticity at the level of form that is equally possible at the level 

of content: “If the essay disdains to begin by deriving cultural products from 

something underlying them, it embroils itself only more intently in the culture 

196 Retallack, op. cit., p.49. 
197 Adorno, op. cit., p.154. 
198 Ibid. 
199 Ibid. 
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industry and it falls for the conspicuousness, success and prestige of products 

designed for the market place.”200  

Where for Kundera the failure of the novel—generally viewed as deeply 

correlated, if not causally connected, to its commodity status—to discover some new 

region of existence is a sign of immorality, failures of the essay’s critical exigency are, 

for Retallack as for Adorno, failures of its ethical charge. This tying of the epistemic to 

the ethical Retallack points up with the neologism “poethics”: “Every poetics,” she 

writes in explanation, “is a consequential form of life.”201 It is not just works of 

systematic and apodeictic pretence that are enemies of the essay, but those forms of 

expression—including those branded ‘essays’—that reiterate, in capitulating to generic 

expectation, the status quo: the products of the culture industry. “Think of the degree 

to which prose styles with built-in grammars of persuasion service the pretence of 

exhausting the subject,” writes Retallack. “If one avoids this pretence, if the subject is 

questionable or constantly shifting or densely complex, there is the risk of frustrating 

the reader”—and above we have discussed several such critics—“who has been 

trained by the cultural marketplace to expect attractively packaged exhaustion. Every 

element of style is saying, Don’t worry, there’s nothing more to it than this. If this is 

called ‘essay,’ it’s a misnomer.”202 

In keeping with the accounts of positivism that we have encountered 

throughout this dissertation—especially in relation to Adorno’s account of the 

dialectic of enlightenment, but also crucially in relation to Moore’s account of the rise 

of commercial literary realism—Retallack suggests that this is connected to a cultural 

shift during the nineteenth century, whereby “reading as a more passive reception of 

the text seems to have become widespread”.203 “This is in coincidence,” she writes, 

“with the rise of a narcissistic myth of author as genius that demands an audience 

stunned into submission by its own comparative insufficiency.”204 Retallack associates 

these attitude toward reading as the relatively passive consumption of commodities 

with a more wide-ranging “decline of the amateur intellectual and the Enlightenment 

ideal of the mind flourishing in thought experiment and other kinds of imaginative 

200 Ibid., p.153. 
201 Retallack, op. cit., p.11. 
202 Ibid., pp.48-49. 
203 Ibid., p.50. 
204 Ibid. 
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play”205 in favour of the “highly rewarded entrepreneurial strategy of forging ahead 

with an air of mastery no-matter-what [that] spawns impatience for the point or 

gist”.206 “This is the economy of generically busy expertise,” she writes. “It must 

detach itself from values that encourage the necessarily inefficient, methodically 

haphazard inquiry characteristic of actually living with ideas.”207 

 

 

  The specifically essayistic novel 

 

In a final symmetry in this examination of how Kundera’s account of the novel 

overlaps with a number of interconnected accounts of the essay, we can note a 

historical convergence of essay with novel mirroring that which Kundera describes of 

novel with essay. In her study, Obaldia offers just such a narrative, confirming 

Kundera’s selection of Broch (especially in The Sleepwalkers), Musil (in the case of The 

Man Without Qualities), and (in the case of Doctor Faustus) Mann as a crucial 

historical moment in the confrontation between essay and novel.208 However, in 

keeping with the directionality of her project, the meeting of the two forms is 

considered from the point of view of the essay—that is, of the way in which these 

writers, usually identified as envelope-pushing novelists, contribute to the modern 

expansion and innovation of the essay form.209 This is, we should note, far from a 

critical conceit brought to bear from outside: the hesitation between novel and essay 

is acknowledge by all three authors, and in Musil’s case especially it is emphatically 

reconciled in the subordination of the novel to essayism—both as a discursive form 

and as a life praxis, as Mark M. Freed has also shown.210 We ought to consider here 

what this moment—so often characterised as an unprecedented self-conscious 

blurring of the line separating novel from essay, novelist from essayist—does not tell 

us about the essay form: that is, that the essay can be easily identified on the basis of 

its nonfictionality. 

We have already noted the way in which the provisional truth claims of the 

205 Ibid. 
206 Ibid. 
207 Ibid. 
208 See Obaldia, op. cit., pp.193-246. 
209 See ibid., p.22. 
210 See Freed, op. cit., pp.7-10.  



 244 

essay disavow “responsibility with regard to what is after all only ‘tried out’”, bringing 

them closer “to the ‘as if ’ of fiction”.211 Trying to maintain the separation of the genres 

on this basis, Obaldia concedes the following: “The essayists’s stance towards his (or 

her) material, what he means by it, is not the same. For plot and character tend to be 

used as local illustrations for some point or other in the essay, and in the last instance, 

the essayist will use any such material as an indirect means or pretext to talk about 

himself (or herself) as a (real) person: everything will be subordinated to the self-

definiton of the essayist.”212 Yet in almost the same breath—noting the above-

mentioned paradox whereby essayist can be said both to invent and discover himself 

in the process of composition—she suggests that: 

 

the genre foregrounds, perhaps as no other genre does, the relationship 
between imagination and writing, between the person of the essayist made of 
flesh and blood and the essayist defined or created out of words alone. In this 
sense, ‘the particular personality conveyed in the essay is always in some 
sense a fiction’. The constant between essayist and reader may be transparent, 
yet ‘as we read we must continually adjust ourselves to the emerging aspects 
of the essayist’s fictional self”.213 

 

While insisting once again that “essays are not fictional as such”, Obaldia grants that 

“examples where in one way or the other ‘imaginative re-creation’ implies ‘fiction’ are 

rife. The essayists’s very act of letting his imagination carry him out into the life of 

other individuals, of places or scenes, is often the motor for the conception of 

hypothetical characters in correspondingly hypothetical contexts.”214 “In Montaigne’s 

Essais,” writes Obaldia, “true stories are interspersed with passages in which the 

essayist invites the reader to imagine a man in this or that situation (often introduced 

by expressions such as ‘let us consider’) and by extension to speculate with him on the 

physical or spiritual characteristics of man in general. In a sense, such quasi-fictional 

compositions are those of a quasi-narrator, sometimes even of a completely fictional 

211 Obaldia, op. cit., p.3. 
212 Ibid., p.15. 
213 In a relevant admission, attempting to more deeply provisionalise of her own essays, Retallack 
states that, “as antidote to my incorrigible earnestness I feel it incumbent upon myself to admit that 
I experience the I in my essay writing as something of a stranger although I know that the ethos of 
the work is entirely dependent on it” (Retallack, op. cit., p.6). “My implied ‘I am’ as I write,” she 
goes on to say, “is as other to myself as any other that is an I whom I/we can never fully know. It 
propels me toward grammatical alienation from the very experience my language is clumsily trying 
to touch.” (Ibid.) 
214 Obaldia, op. cit., p.16. 
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narrator.”215  

As these remarks indicate, such imaginative engagement—borrowed from the 

tradition of exempla (“short narratives supposed to illustrate or deliver moral 

injunctions”216—also suggests the narrative quality that is implicit in the essay form 

from the start. Yet Obaldia’s claim that the subordination of such narratives to moral 

or theoretical pronouncements that proceed them seems spurious, especially given her 

own acknowledgement of “the essayist’s more general inclination to narrate or relate 

rather than to teach”: “Je n’enseigne point, je raconte,” writes Montaigne.217 “This,” she 

writes, “turns the author into a narrator who ‘reports directly to us on persons and 

events’: either on his own experience, when the highly personal, autobiographical 

dimension prevails, or on others’ when a more impersonal, journalistic ‘story’ is 

involved.”218 

Indeed, paradoxically, though apparently concerned with the nonfictional, it is 

arguably in proportion to the presence of fictionalising imagination—that capacity we 

would normally associate with the novel—that the essay’s representations will 

succeed: 

 

What Lukacs calls the ‘struggle (of the essay) for truth’ will thus take the form 
of an ‘incarnation’—whether of ‘a man, an epoch, or a form’, and the success 
of this struggle, the capacity ‘of the written text (to) convey to us this 
suggestion of that particular life’ will depend ‘on the intensity of the work and 
its vision’. So if the essayist’s imagination ‘must carry [him] out of [himself] 
into the feelings of others’, as one of Lukacs’s English predecessors—William 
Hazlitt—writes, it must also carry him or her into the atmosphere of other 
places, events, or books. Only by projecting his imagination can the essayist 
breathe (new) life into and release the essence of his object in a way that 
yields a more intense sense of truth than would a simple description.219 

 

In short, it is to the extent that an essay demonstrates the qualities and techniques 

supposedly marking it off from the novel, namely those of “character, setting, and 

consciousness” —and that are supposedly brought to bear in the essay-novels of the 

twentieth century—that it is has “proven [its] excellence”.220 

215 Ibid., p.11. 
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In addition to all this, we might add several comments. Firstly, the thematic 

quality often said to be contributed to the novel by the essay, and often said to 

warrant the establishment of the latter as a self-sufficient genre, is already there in the 

novel to begin with. On this point, Obaldia invokes Northrop Frye’s observation that 

differences between what we call thematic and fictional texts are merely differences 

of “degree or emphasis” in interpretation,221 since “[e]very work of literature has both 

a fictional and thematic aspect”.222 Granting this makes a key claim of Ercolino’s 

account of the novel-essay seem problematic: 

 

We have to first understand what the essay ‘does’ in the novel-essay, that is, 
we have to clarify its specific narrative function. The essay slackens the flow of 
narration. The insertion of nonnarrative, atemporal form, the essay, into a 
fundamentally narrative and temporal one, the novel, slows down the 
unraveling of the plot, obstructing the narrative flow. It obtains an effect of 
suspension, dilation, rarefaction, and, in some cases, even of an explosion of 
the plot.223 

 

Ercolino points to the break with naturalism made in Huysmann’s Against Nature, a 

novel-essay in which he claims “nothing happens”, as his point of departure: “The 

‘pure narration’ Morreti spoke of with regard to Balzac’s Lost Illusions is gone.”224 I 

would contend that the propensity to turn away from narrative, digressing either 

toward essayistic reflection or some other form of ‘inwardness’, is inseparable from 

the narrative interest of many modernist texts. This is a point that Tabbi makes in 

relation to The Man without Qualities, where “historical reference” is rendered 

subordinate to critical discourse and thus the diegetic action of this unfinished novel 

becomes “an eventuality forever deferred and deflected into cognitive outcomes”.225 

But more importantly, the slackening of narration that Ercolino considers to be 

contributed by the essay is already there, even in the supposedly pure narration of 

Balzac. Indeed, Fredric Jameson has recently, in The Antinomies of Realism, noted the 

presence in realist novels of those “painterly moment in which the onward drive of 

narrative is checked”,226 using none other than Balzac as his example: 

221 Ibid., p.25. 
222 Frye cited in Obaldia, p.25. 
223 Ercolino, op. cit., p.38. 
224 Ibid., p.38. 
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226 Jameson, F., The Antinomies of Realism, London: Verso, 2013, p.8. 
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Everyone knows the patience one must bring to his novels as Balzac slowly 
sets in place his various components—descriptions of the town, history of the 
profession, the loving enumeration of the parts of the house, inside and out, 
the family itself, the physiognomy of the protagonist and his or her favourite 
clothes, his or her favourite emploi du temps—in short, all those different types 
discourse which as raw material were to have been fused back together in this 
new form, but which Balzac unapologetically requires us to plow through on 
our way to the story itself (which will eventually satisfy any taste for reckless 
momentum, suspense and action we may have had to hold in check during 
those opening pages).227 

 

Finally, we might add that the realistic novelists of the nineteenth century had 

already registered at least a strong desire to abandon the generic trappings of the 

novel, namely “overall plot and…continuity in the existence of characters”, that 

Obaldia contends might be “an obvious criterion of differentiation”228 between novel 

and essay, and thus something the novel brings to the essay. Ercolino himself points 

this out, but does not appear to register fully its consequences for his overarching 

argument, when citing Zola’s manifesto text, The Experimental Novel, published in 

1880: 

 

There is no more place for imagination, plot matters little to the novelist, who 
bothers himself with neither development, mystery, nor dénouement […]. 
Instead of imagining an adventure, of complicating it, of arranging stage 
effects, which scene by scene will lead to a final conclusion, you simply study 
the life of a person or a group of persons, whose actions you faithfully depict. 
The work becomes a report, nothing more […]. Sometimes, it is even not an 
entire life, with a commencement and an ending, which you tell; it is only a 
scrap of existence, a few years in the life of a man or a woman, a single page 
in human history, which has attracted the novelist in the same way that the 
special study of a mineral can attract a chemist.229 

 

In short, Ercolino’s claim that the essay “enters the novel both as a 

morphological exorcism of the pressure of historical time and as a tool for 

critique”230—and that the novel-essay can thus be construed, where the novel was the 

227 Ibid. 
228 Obaldia, op. cit., p.15. 
229 Zola cited in Ercolino, op. cit., p.8. 
230 Ercolino, op. cit., p.41. 
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symbolic form of modernity, as “the symbolic form of the crisis of modernity”231—too 

readily covers over the ambiguous relationship between two forms that are already in 

crisis, are forms of crisis, from the very start.  

Obaldia suggests that the essay, since it appears to supplement something 

already manifestly present in those genres with which it is combined, may “be 

synonymous with the magnification or blowing up of literary properties, with the 

supra-literary or the essence itself of all literature.”232 The way in which the essay 

presents itself, at least as theorised here, as radically and necessarily incomplete, and 

in the same moment is revealed as deeply and self-consciously dependent upon its 

manner composition and reception, is at work in such claims as Michael Hambuger’s, 

that “the essay is a style rather than a form”.233 

Obalbia addresses question of whether the essay can rightly be spoken of as a 

genre at all through a discussion of a distinction developed in Alastair Fowler’s Kinds 

of Literature. In this work, Fowler complicates and enriches the typical discussion of 

genre by placing kinds alongside the “more elusive generic idea”234 of modes. In short, 

this distinction can be explained as that between nouns and adjectives: the essay, on 

this view, is not the same as the essayistic. In general, modes are said to borrow from 

kinds, and thus to be “structurally dependent”235 upon them. Where modes supplant 

genres, it is as “distillations” of their enduring features—“[t]hus they have achieved 

independence of contingent embodiments and may continue to all ages, incorporated 

in almost any external form, long after the antecedent kind has passed away”.236  

In the case of the essay, however, things are more complicated, since it 

appears to reverse the dependency of mode on kind: “the essay is from the start 

nothing other than the embodiment or extrapolation of the essayistic”.237 Indeed, in 

the case of the essay, we are uniquely apt to go “looking at it—or for it—in other 

genres, which turns evanescence and obsolescence into its very substance”.238 Here, 

once again, we confront the “pervasive use of adjectives in front of the word ‘essay’ is 

231 Ibid., p.xvii. 
232 Obaldia, op. cit., p.25. 
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236 Fowler cited in ibid., p.22. 
237 Ibid., pp.22-23. 
238 Ibid., p.23. 
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the first sign of this resistance (as in the dialogic, epistolary, autobiographical essay, 

or the narrative, dramatic, poetic essay).”239 “Pushed to its most absurd limit,” writes 

Obaldia, “the ‘essayistic essay’ is the closest one comes to referring to ‘the’ essay!”240 

Again, in this context, Obaldia notes our proximity here to cases in which “the 

adjective has displaced the word ‘essay’ altogether and replaced it with its own 

derived noun: the essay is then a dialogue, a letter, an autobiography, etc; or a poem, 

a play, a story, a novel”.241  

Indeed, the novel is not only the most relevant to our case here, but also that 

in which the point may be made most emphatically: 

 

Using the term ‘essayistic novel’ in critical or theoretical discourse to draw 
attention to the distinct presence of the essay only stresses the fact that the 
essayistic novel, the Bildungsroman or the polyphonic novel are not so much a 
type of novel (one which like other genres deserves to be called ‘essayistic’ 
because it does not readily fall into a clear-cut category), or a novel in ‘crisis’ 
(the crisis of the narrative syntagm), but the novel in all its typicality. From 
the outset, the novel is the most ‘naturally’ essayistic genre. It is the baggiest, 
the most indeterminate, the most ‘imperialistic’ literary genre in that without 
scruple it colonises and annexes surrounding territories. It is the most 
reflexive and critical in that it constantly questions its own form. The 
‘essayistic’ thus appears simply to foreground the essence of the novel. In the 
works of Roland Barthes and Mikhail Bakhtin, in fact, what I have described 
as ‘the essayistic’ or ‘essayist’ is presented as the ‘novelistic’ or ‘novelness’, and 
is associated with the indeterminacy, open-endedness, and generic criticism 
typical of the progressive, boundless, and non-canonic genre of the novel. In 
this sense, the ‘novelistic’ and the conception of German ‘Romanticism’—also 
derived from the novel [Roman]—converge; for like the essayistic, the 
novelistic, novelness, or the ‘Romantic’, are notions which are not confined to 
the genre of the novel but can apply to any other genre.242 

 

For the Jena Romantics, as we have seen, literature named the ideal 

convergence of novel and essay in the failing but irrepressible fragmentary striving to 

exceed any genre, to write Literature: the genre of all genres. In its similarity to the 

romantic and the novelistic, the convergence to the point of its disappearance with the 

genres it is supposed to supplement suggests that the essayistic is in some sense 

239 Ibid. 
240 Ibid. 
241 Ibid. 
242 Ibid. 
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simply what we mean by the literary dimension of any genre. “The ease with which 

theorists like Carl Klaus (and Robert Scholes interchangeably use the essay as play, 

form, or story for what they otherwise refer to as the dramatic, the poetic, and the 

narrative essay,” Obaldia notices, “comes at first from recognising the essayistic 

features of these literary genres at their most ‘artful’, i.e. self-conscious.”243 But here, 

in the a-generic essayistic, literariness—as a mode of writing, of reading, of thought—

is not something added onto a generic writing from which it would otherwise be 

absent. Instead of being something that comes after genre, the essayistic comes before 

it: 

  

One can say that the essay is not a genre like any other, and perhaps not a 
genre at all…. Nor is the essay a mixture of genres. It does not mix genres, it 
complicates them: the genres are, in a way, its (the essay’s) ‘fallout’, the 
historically determined actualisations of what is potentially woven into the 
essay. The latter appears, then, as the moment of writing before the genre, 
before genericness—or as the matrix of all generic possibilities.244 

 

 

  Who’s on first, what’s on second 

 

In this section, I have explored the question of the relationship between the novel and 

the essay in a variety of ways. I began by describing an influential understanding of 

‘the novel proper’—an understanding that, insisted upon quite militantly by a number 

of its proponents, seeks to purify the novel of the speculative and the critical. I then 

proceeded to discuss alternative ways of understanding the novel and its history. 

Among such accounts, we found arguments for the centrality to the tradition of the 

novel of the speculative and the critical. These in turn led to the possibility of a 

convergence of novel with essay. However, turning to the question of the essay form, 

we then found good reason to suspect that the essayistic is less something added onto 

the novel in certain marginal instantiations—e.g., Musil, Broch—than a potentiality 

always already latent within the novel. Likewise, in turn, we found the novelistic 

within the essay, the Romantic as the mode by which the discursive text is always able 

to be eclipsed. The result of this discussion, then, is not a clear answer, in which a 

243 Ibid., p.24. 
244 Bensmaïa, R., The Barthes Effect: The Essay as Reflective Text, Minnesota: University of Minnesota 
Press, 1987, pp.91-92. 
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firm distinction finally emerges between the novel and the essay, much less a 

hierarchy that would order them. Instead, it seems, we face an apparently 

undecideable confusion between the primary and the secondary. It is a confusion, I 

submit, that dogs the question of contemporary literary composition. Let us close, 

then, by affirming, by underlining, this confusion between primariness and 

secondariness, briefly revisiting a text that we have already discussed—one that 

explicitly thematises and, indeed, attempts to resolve this tension, but that in so doing 

only articulates its inescapability: Steiner’s Real Presences. 

 Real Presences opens with an extended meditation on the decline of Western 

culture into a kind of critical decadence: our moment is marked, Steiner claims, by the 

“dominance of the secondary and the parasitic”.245 In our time, the “high gossip”246 of 

critical commentary has supplanted the works that are ostensibly its occasion and 

ground. “The genius of the age is that of journalism,” Steiner writes. “Journalism 

throngs every rift and cranny of consciousness.”247 What is wrong with journalism? 

“The root-phenomenology of the journalistic is, in a sense, metaphysical,” avers 

Steiner. “It articulates an epistemology and an ethics of spurious temporality. All 

things are more or less of equal import; all are only daily.”248 Within the ambit of the 

humanities, Steiner writes, the metaphysics of the journalistic are embodied in “the 

academic and that immensely influential, although complex form, the academic-

journalistic”249: “It is the universities, the research institutes, the academic presses, 

which are our Byzantium.”250 At the heart this Byzantium, literary studies is “the 

power-house of secondary discourse”.251 Worst of all, the university has extended its 

hospitality to the artist: “The poet, the playwright, composer, cinéaste, gets room and 

board, a workshop, a captive audience.”252 Yet these come at a high price: “The Saturn 

of explication devours that which it adopts,” Steiner claims. “Or, more precisely, 

makes it servile. Everywhere around us, at this period in Western culture, the 

aesthetic shows signs, and more than signs, of being ‘academic’.” 

 As a counterpoint to this Zeitdiagnose, Steiner invites us to participate 

245 Steiner, Real Presences, p.7. 
246 Ibid. 
247 Ibid., p.26. 
248 Ibid. 
249 Ibid., p.34. 
250 Ibid., p.30. 
251 Ibid., p.34. 
252 Ibid., p.37. 
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speculatively in the “parable or rational fiction” of a society in which “all talk about 

the arts, music and literature is prohibited”253: “The sole book reviews in this 

imaginary community,” he writes, “would be those which we find in the philosophical 

gazettes of the eighteenth and the quarterlies of the nineteenth century: dispassionate 

summaries of the new publications together with representative extracts and 

quotations. There would be no journals of literary criticism; no academic seminars, 

lectures or colloquies on this or that poet, playwright, novelist; no ‘James Joyce 

quarterlies’ or ‘Faulkner newsletters’; no interpretations of, no essays of opinion on, 

sensibility in Keats or robustness in Fielding.”254 In this “counter-Platonic 

republic”255—this “republic for writers and readers”256—hermeneutics would, 

imagines Steiner, be a matter less of “systematic methods and practices of explication, 

of the interpretative exposition of texts”257 than of “the enactment of answerable 

understanding, of active apprehension”.258 With the “interpositions of academic-

journalistic paraphrase, commentary, adjudication…removed”, the citizens of this city 

would “practice the arts of reading, of music, of painting or sculpture, in the most 

direct ways possible.”259 In this city, he believes, aesthetic response and moral 

responsibility would coincide in a way they do not in our ‘secondary city’. 

 Steiner admits that this fantasy of immediacy is just that. It is a somewhat 

strange utopian vision, however, given that, as he acknowledges, it is both impossible 

and undesirable, on both practical and logical grounds. Steiner begins by insisting 

that “[i]ntimacies between the process of creation and that of analytic-discursive 

reflection are not native”260; yet he goes on to admit—if somewhat grudgingly—not 

only that “[t]here is scholarship, interpretation and criticism of art, music, literature, 

there is even (though rarely) reviewing which has legitimate claims to the dignity of 

creation”,261 critical writing that “[b]y force of style, of energised analogy, 

hermeneutics and evaluation can enter into the sphere of the primary text”,262 but 

253 Ibid., p.4. 
254 Ibid., p.5. 
255 Ibid. 
256 Ibid. 
257 Ibid., p.7. 
258 Ibid. 
259 Ibid, p.11. 
260 Ibid, p.37. 
261 Ibid, p.22. Later, much less grudgingly, Steiner will write The Poetry of Thought, which explicitly 
argues for the primacy of countless works of philosophical, psychoanalytic, political, scientific, and 
critical works. 
262 Ibid. 
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furthermore that ‘primary’ texts of any note are themselves inherently critical. Indeed, 

primary texts are of note by virtue of being so: 

 

All serious art, music and literature is a critical act. It is so, firstly, in the sense 
of Matthew Arnold’s phrase: ‘a criticism of life’. Be it realistic, fantastic, 
Utopian or satiric, the construct of the artist is a counter-statement to the 
world. Aesthetic means embody concentrated, selective interactions between 
the constraints of the observed and the boundless possibilities of the 
imagined. Such formed intensity of sight and speculative ordering is, always, 
critique. It says things that might be (have been, shall be) otherwise. But 
literature and the arts are also criticism in a more particular and practical 
sense. They embody an expository reflection on, a value judgment of, the 
inheritance and context to which they pertain.263 

 

He concludes: “Not even the most rudimentary of structures of literacy and of musical 

reception is, one imagines, free from critical or didactic interposition. In the domain of 

the aesthetic, one cannot legislate for immediacy.”264 Why then, we might ask, the 

fantasy of doing so? “My parable,” Steiner writes, “would urge a fundamental 

question: that of the presence or absence in our individual lives and in the politics of 

our social being, of poiesis, of the act and experienced act of creation in the full sense. 

What is the ontological status (no other epithet is accurate), the ‘status of being’ and 

of meaning, of the arts, of music, of the poem, in the present city?”265 

 Steiner’s text, first published in 1989, is in significant part an attempt to 

intervene in the moment of high theory that I discussed in the opening paragraphs of 

this dissertation—a moment in which he perceives authority of the literary text, and 

of the Western literary canon, to be under attack. At the heart of Real Presences is a 

confrontation with deconstruction, or with a version of deconstruction, that Steiner 

construes as continuous with nihilism, an ‘un-saying’ force that he places in a deep, 

almost literal sense—in view of its threat to the vocation of the primary, that is, to the 

meaningful voice, the logos—on par with the satanic266:  

 

Today, we stand orphaned but free in the place of the a-Logos. The Greek 
word becomes Latin surdus. In English, a surd is an algebraic root which 
cannot be expressed in finite terms. It lies outside the commensurable and the 

263 Ibid, p.11. 
264 Ibid, p.21. 
265 Ibid, pp.23-24. 
266 See ibid., p.50. 



 254 

decideable. Etymologically, ‘surd’ carries the earlier meaning ‘voiceless’. At 
that point, it shades into the unspoken and the mute, into the opaque zone of 
‘surdity’, which means ‘deafness’ and ‘absurdity’. Each of these areas of 
definition and of connotation is pertinent. The deconstructions which I have 
summarised are those that challenge both intelligibility and vocation (the 
answering act). Play and silence draw near to each other.267 

 

Inheriting the sense that we inhabit the period of the After-word—announced, as we 

have seen, by the radically nominalist poetics of Mallarmé—deconstruction, on 

Steiner’s account, “queries the traditional hierarchical distinctions drawn between 

theory and act, between critique and so-called creation”268: 

 

It is not only that both are, both formally and substantively, made of 
language. […] It is not only that the deconstructionist theoretician uses, 
generates words, grammatical sequences, which have the same intrinsic status 
(or lack of status) as those employed by the poet, playwright or novelist. It is 
that ‘creation’ and the communicative effects to which it aspires are 
themselves consciously or unconsciously—itself a simplistic, hierarchic 
verticality which needs to be ironised and clarified—shot through with 
theoretical presuppositions and self-justifications. There is no purity in poiesis. 
Metaphysical, political, social interests and concealments are at work 
throughout. Deconstruction will show that theory, visible or spectral, dynamic 
or vestigial, haunts the would-be innocence of immediacy.269 

 

He goes on to qualify this: 

 

There can be no hierarchical cut between primary and secondary texts. Both 
belong equally to the totality of semiotic sequences or écriture. Both are 
scripts. The only difference between the poem and the commentary is one of 
rhetorical modes. In a profoundly nihilistic play on words—but how else can 
words be used?—the poem, the painting, the piece of music, but especially the 
literary text inasmuch as it is verbal, are seen as the pre-text to and for the 
commentary.270 

 

Deconstruction, according to Steiner, does away with the primary text insofar as it 

does away with the original. Absent the original, absent the “pulse of the distant 

267 Ibid., p.127. 
268 Ibid., p.117. 
269 Ibid.
270 Ibid., p.125. 
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source”,271 Steiner fears, we shall drift further and further away from “the imaginary 

community of the immediate”.272 Lost, forgetfully, in a perpetual present, numbed by 

a “perpetual hum of aesthetic commentary, of on-the-minute judgments, of pre-

packaged pontifications” that are “skimmed rather than read, heard but not listened 

to”, we will lose the capacity for “visceral, personal encounter and appropriation” that 

are only instanced when facing the primary and the proper. 273 

 As these anxieties suggest, Steiner is by no means dismissive of 

deconstruction. It is not only that, consistent with his preoccupation with the primary, 

Steiner expresses a deep admiration for the rhetorical skill of its progenitor, Derrida 

(he is, predictably, far less apologetic about his disdain for camp followers).274 More 

importantly, Steiner admits that, “[o]n its own terms and planes of argument, terms 

by no means trivial if only in respect of their bracing acceptance of ephemerality and 

self-dissolution, the challenge of deconstruction does seem to me irrefutable. It 

embodies, it ironises into eloquence, the underlying nihilistic findings of literacy, of 

understanding or rather in-comprehension, as these must be stated and faced in the 

time of epilogue.”275 Paradoxically, however, he also insists that, “[i]mmured within 

natural language, deconstructive propositions are self-falsifying”.276 At the same time, 

Steiner offers his counter to the sceptical threat he sees in deconstruction in a form, 

not of self-falsification, but beyond falsifiability: in support of his insistence upon “the 

presence of a realness, of a ‘substantiation’ (the theological reach of this word is 

obvious) within language and form”,277 Steiner invokes the force, not of rational 

argument, but of faith. He responds to what he insists is an impossible but necessary 

dissolution of the logos with a “wager”—at once Pascalian and Cartesian—on “a 

passage, beyond the fictive or the purely pragmatic, from meaning to 

meaningfulness”278: 

 

This essay argues a wager on transcendence. It argues that there is in the art-

271 Ibid., p.28. 
272 Ibid., p.24. 
273 Ibid. 
274 In an interview with The Paris Review, Steiner calls Derrida “a man of undoubted genius” 
(Steiner, G. & Sharp, R.A., ‘George Steiner, The Art of Criticism No. 2’, The Paris Review, Issue 137, 
1995, https://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/1506/george-steiner-the-art-of-criticism-no-2-
george-steiner, last viewed February 14, 2018). 
275 Ibid., p.132. 
276 Ibid., p.129. 
277 Ibid., p.3. 
278 Ibid. 
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act and its reception, that there is in the experience of meaningful form, a 
presumption of presence. […] There is, there can be no end to interpretative 
disagreement and revision. But where it is seriously engaged in, the process of 
differing is one which cumulatively circumscribes and clarifies the disputed 
ground. It is…the irreducible autonomy of presence, of ‘otherness’, in art and 
text which denies either adequate paraphrase or unanimity of finding.279 

 

Taking faith, making this wager on the real presences of his book’s title, Steiner insists 

that “poiesis opens on to, is underwritten by, the religious and the metaphysical”280; 

indeed, that “everything we recognise as being of compelling stature in literature, art, 

music is of a religious inspiration or reference”.281 It is, avers Steiner, “the enterprise 

and privilege of the aesthetic to quicken into lit presence the continuum between 

temporality and eternity, between matter and spirit, between man and ‘the other’”.282 

Questions of the significance and function of art “are [thus], ultimately, theological 

questions”.283 

 Steiner’s account is, as I have suggested, riven with contradictions. Not least 

of these is that it itself so clearly aspires to a belletristic style that conjoins the creative 

and the critical, the primary and the secondary. Another inheres its claim, no less self-

falsifying than any it attributes to deconstruction, that we live in the time of the ‘a-

Logos’. On that note, meanwhile, its reading of Derrida is a caricature—though it was 

not an uncommon one at the time of its composition.284 On the one hand, Derrida’s 

itinerary and practice as a thinker and writer belies the accuation that he wishes 

simply to overthrow the logos, tear down the edifice of Western metaphysics and burn 

its canon: his work primarily consists of what Geoffrey Bennington calls a “loving and 

279 Ibid., p.214. 
280 Ibid., p.227. 
281 Ibid., p.249. 
282 Ibid. 
283 Ibid. 
284 See Glendinning, S., Derrida: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011, 
pp.8-29 for a discussion of the reception of Derrida’s work in the years surrounding the publication 
of Real Presences, including an account of the so-called ‘Cambridge Affair’ of 1992, when a number 
of philosophers petitioned against a proposal at Cambridge University to award Derrida a doctorate 
honoris causa. This event is presented as symptomatic of Derrida’s reception by the philosophical 
establishment. “It is hard to describe, let alone explain, quite how violently hostile the reaction to 
Derrida was, especially in philosophy,” writes Glendinning. (p.8) See also Critchley’s discussion of 
the Cambridge affair in his essay ‘Derrida: The Reader’, added as an appendix in the third edition of 
Critchley, S., The Ethics of Deconstruction: Derrida and Levinas, Edinburgh: Edinburgh University 
Press, 2014, pp.288-294. “Derrida’s treatment by mainstream philosophers in the English-speaking 
world was shameful, shameful,” writes Critchley. (p.291) The Ethics of Deconstruction, as it happens, 
was initially published in the same year as the Cambridge incident, and was a seminal objection to 
objection to the ‘nihilistic’ reading of Derrida’s oeuvre. 
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meticulous”285 reading of the philosophical and literary tradition. On the other hand, 

to the extent that Derrida argues for a kind of scepticism, a significant body of 

commentary insists that the latter occasions not nihilism but, on the contrary, a kind 

of acute ethical attentiveness, an “infinite responsibility”.286 Contra Steiner, important 

accounts of the intertwinement of response and responsibility have been made, 

especially in connection with literary reading, by theorists informed by Derrida’s 

work.287 

 I do not subscribe to Steiner’s solution any more than I do his demonisation of 

deconstruction. However, I do consider the tensions at work within Real Presences—

‘deconstruction’ serving as a foil for some of them—to be those that inform the 

question of the vocation of the literary to this day. Literary writing is caught between 

the necessity and intolerability of contemporary modes of scepticism, on the one 

hand, and the aspiration to transcendence that this scepticism forbids and 

necessitates, on the other. The most compelling writers today are not those who 

pretend or even attempt to resolve these tensions once and for all, arresting 

themselves in postures of either total scepticism or devoted philology. They are, 

instead, those who hesitate between primary and the secondary, each finding each in 

the movement toward the other, and who, by so hesitating, think. Likewise, the 

criticism that is of interest today is that which attempts to remain true—I won’t say 

faithful—to a similarly divided mode of thought, searching for the nonidentical in its 

285 Bennington, G., Interrupting Derrida, London: Routledge, 2014, p.160. Bennington also 
emphasises this in a book he co-authored with Derrida: “[A]lmost the whole of what Derrida has 
written consists in ‘readings’…of philosophical and literary texts from the tradition, rather than…a 
system of theses proper to him. One can imagine Derrida as very modest, entirely occupied by 
reading and re-reading his predecessors with minute attention, determined to spend the time it 
takes over the slightest detail, the slightest comma, guardian of the letter of the old texts, putting 
nothing forward that he has not already found written by an other.” (Bennington, G. & Derrida, J., 
Derrida, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993, pp.6-7) 
286 Ibid., p.293. Critchley goes on: “Against the know-nothing polemics, deconstruction is, I think, an 
engaged and deeply ethical praxis of reading of great social and political relevance. Derrida’s work 
from the 1990s shows this relevance with extraordinary persistence in a highly original series of 
engagrements with Marx, with European cultural and political identiy, the nature of law and justice, 
democracy, sovereignty, cosmopolitanism, the death penality, so-called rogue states, and finaly what 
Derrida liked to call an alternative possible globalisation, an ‘altermonialisation’.” (Ibid.) See also 
Critchley, S., Ethics, Politics, Subjectivity: Essays on Derrida, Levinas and Contemporary French 
Thought, New York: Verso, 1999 and Anderson, N., Derrida: Ethics Under Erasure, London: 
Continuum, 2012.  
287 See, for example, Attridge’s earlier-discussed The Singularity of Literature, as well as his 
companion work on Coetzee, Attridge, D., J.M. Coetzee and the Ethics of Reading: Literature in the 
Event, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004. See also Robbins, J., Altered Reading: Levinas and 
Literature, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999. 
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own procedures. Such is the “living knowledge”288 that, for Musil, necessitated a great 

unfinished work. There may yet come a denouement, but ours, as Steiner himself puts 

it, “is the long day’s journey of the Saturday.”289 

  

288 Musil, Precision and Soul, p.142. 
289 Steiner, op. cit., p.232. 
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  Like, but not  

 

In his 2002 study Cognitive Fictions, Joseph Tabbi brings our attention to a group of 

recent American writers—Richard Powers, David Markson, Paul Auster, and Harry 

Mathews, among others—whom he sees as self-consciously staking out “a new mode 

of writing about the self”1 and a new vocation for literary writing at the turn of the 

millennium. At several points—though without explicit reflection on the history or 

definition of the term—he describes it an “essayistic aesthetic”.2 

 Tabbi generally continues to refer to the group of authors with whom he is 

concerned as novelists, but their complex generic and disciplinary attitudes are 

variously announced in their works’ titles: This is Not a Novel, The Journalist, The Book 

of Memory, Wittgenstein’s Mistress, and Reader’s Block, to offer just a few of the most 

germane examples. As Tabbi demonstrates through the close reading of numerous 

such texts, primarily written in the late 1980s and the 1990s, these works tend to 

comprise complex mixtures of mimetic and discursive writing. In many cases, they 

move freely, at the level of their subject matter, through the discourses of science, 

politics, philosophy, history, and literary and art criticism, often making extensive 

allusions and direct references to ideas and figures belonging to such fields. Yet even 

as their authors demonstrate a near-polymathic mastery of a range of such discourses, 

they also confound many of the expectations associated with novelistic 

representation: chiefly, those trappings of realism—consecutive plotting, fleshy 

characterisation, empirical description—that so frustrate Kundera and are the novel’s 

sine qua non for critics like Abel, Peck, Myers, and Lowry. 

 In place of such techniques, as Tabbi shows, these works tend to generate 

readerly interest through strategies of distribution and accumulation. In place of the 

traditional novel’s concern with verisimilitude, such works often seem to make of the 

novel a “citational index”3: less story than database, less trompe-l'œil than sketch or 

blueprint. Indeed, such works frequently not only neglect, but also appear determined 

to undermine, the illusionistic transparency that forms the ideal for the 

verisimilitudinous novel—via, for example, complex kinds of self-reference or ‘direct’ 

1 Tabbi, Cognitive Fictions, p.ix. 
2 Ibid., p.76. 
3 Ibid., p.80. 
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authorial interjection.4 So too, meanwhile, do they appear to forgo the equally ideal 

material transparency associated with resolved generic texts: via, for instance, kinds 

of formal fragmentation or narrative “remediation”,5 whereby the fixity of the 

writing’s material support—the “laminar surface on which the sphere of human and 

historical consciousness is projected”6—is brought to the fore.  

 In contemporary works thematically concerned with questions of self and self-

formation, Tabbi observes that these tendencies are most commonly brought together 

through framing devices that move us away from “totalising explanations” and toward 

“ordinary acts of consciousness”7: through diaristic or “journal-like narratives”8 we are 

presented with images of “thinkers thinking, writers writing, and readers reading”.9 

Unlike in modernist deployments of ‘interior monologue’ or ‘stream of consciousness’, 

that is, we are given access “not [to] thought as such but its systems of notation, 

material marks on a material page written by a particular thinker in the course of her 

thinking”.10 So it is that such writing achieves “a certain objective realism, though not 

the realism associated with a single, distanced, third-person perspective from which 

the world and its objective arrangements look the same, regardless of who occupies 

that third-person position”.11 Instead, Tabbi claims, this is a form of cognitive realism, 

where ‘cognition’ is inflected by “a medial turn in our understanding of the mind’s 

operation”.12 In contrast to historical modes of realism—those developed, as we have 

seen, in the nineteenth century—that made descriptive fidelity to a presumed external 

reality their yardstick, Tabbi seeks to describe a processual realism of human 

identities working out their self-relation through practices of writing that—for them—

are intimately connected to lived reality. Thus “the realistic novel get[s] replaced by a 

4 In so doing, they go not only against the grain of commercial literature, but also against an 
insistence on transparency that can be registered in technological consumer culture: “enormous 
sums of money are currently being spent in making virtual reality environments as transparent and 
immersive as possible, so that we might move through them with a feeling of verisimilitude,” writes 
Tabbi. He notes, however, that this reflects a shift in the notion of transparency itself: “At first, the 
word was used to mean that a user was close to the operating system (such that one tells the 
machine to do things in ways that it really does do things). Today, transparency more often means 
that the operating system is invisible, and so what’s transparent is the machine itself—a window 
manufactured out of opacity (hence Microsoft’s Windows).” (Ibid., p.129) 
5 Ibid., p.84. 
6 Ibid., p.26. 
7 Ibid., p.80. 
8 Ibid., p.xxi. 
9 Ibid., p.84. 
10 Ibid., p.xxi. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid., p.75. 
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system of notation—thoughts, events, conversations, things read—in a literary 

journal”.13 As in Kundera’s account—where, recall, the essay-novel becomes a means 

of ‘thinking a story’ as opposed to ‘telling’ or ‘describing’ one—so, in Tabbi’s, the 

cognitive fiction amounts to “the novel’s redefinition not as a vehicle for telling 

stories, but as a medium for holding our stories in thought”.14  

 Tabbi does not examine such writers’ works primarily, as has typically been 

done, as instances of postmodernism.15 On the contrary, he considers this emerging 

aesthetic as an attempt to move beyond the blockage or exhaustion with which 

postmodernism threatens the literary field.16 This incipient aesthetic, he suggests, can 

13 Ibid., p.83. 
14 Ibid., p.84. 
15 Though it should be noted that, prior to Cognitive Fictions, Tabbi authored Postmodern Sublime: 
Technology and American Writing from Mailer to Cyberpunk, Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995, a 
work that addresses literary writers’ attempts to face postmodernist notions of “the loss of an 
absolute standard of reality (assuming such a standard ever existed)” and “the absence of 
metaphysical foundations and former certainties (including the certainty that there is a ‘nature’ that 
can be represented)” (p.x). The basic linguistic constructivism acknowledged in that work remains in 
Cognitive Fictions: the ‘world’ or ‘nature’ engaged by the writers with whom Tabbi is concerned is 
“not…a separate reality to be referenced but rather as a set of already existing narratives to be 
repurposed, or remediated” (Tabbi, Cogntive Fictions, p.83). Already in Postmodern Sublime, 
however, Tabbi’s project was of a positive character: “I concentrate on contemporary novelists…who 
invoke the sublime as more than a nostalgic romanticism,” he writes in his preface, pointing to their 
“willingness to push beyond the limits of the literary” (Tabbi, Postmodern Sublime, p.xi) toward a 
critique of contemporary technological culture. Tabbi characterises the shift in his thinking—which 
also reflects shifts in the concerns of writers like DeLillo and Powers themselves—as stemming from 
a recognition that “postmodernist fiction in the United States could never have established itself 
above or outside the media environment and discourse networks it took as its subjects and source of 
inspiration” (Tabbi, Cognitive Fictions, p.xv). Such fictions—Thomas Pynchon’s early work being a 
key example—attempted to “bring too much mental activity into consciousness”: “In trying to bring 
the full range of cultural noise and mediation to literary consciousness, such works ultimately imply 
more significance, more context, and more connectivity than any single mind could ever hold in 
experience or present on a page.” (Ibid.) In Cognitive Fictions, Tabbi appears to displace the notion 
of the sublime, turning away from fictions that overload consciousness in acts of vaulting cultural 
critique and toward a consideration of “moment-by-moment operations in the literary mind, not as a 
privileged representation of reality, but as a means of registering experiences that emerge from a 
largely mediated environment but seem to have little to do with what is happening processually in 
that environment. When experiencing works of literature in print, readers enter a sequential or 
serial process that is, like conscious experience, quite limited with respect to more general, 
unconscious, and distributed processes within the cognitive environment.” (p.xi-xiv) Tabbi sees the 
shift as akin to that “from a first- to a second-order cybernetics, from a science of control to a 
pragmatics of moment-by-moment participation”, a shift from “totals loops” to “strange loops” 
(p.xvi). 
16 Jonathan Green points out how, in the wake of literary and theoretical postmodernism, a wide 
variety of “problems of cultural memory, the public sphere, and the political vocation of the novel, 
all of which become urgent in the face of anxieties about the irrelevance of literature” have 
“crystalised…in the figure of the blocked writer” in the work of what he calls late postmodernists: 
“The struggle to bring work to fruition symbolises a cultural impasse in which shifts within the 
literary field impede the creative process itself. Writing comes under such conditions to seem a 
quixotic or absurd activity, an anachronistic enterprise, thwarted before even fully begun or 
prolonged past the fit moment for completion. The impediment to writing can make itself felt as a 
problem internal to the strategies of the work, in which case the block has affinities with the ‘felt 
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be described as one “like realism, but not; like postmodern metafiction, but not”.17 On 

Tabbi’s view, the dialectical outcome of these self-conscious partial-negations is a 

positive, if tentative, one: he sees the new vocation of literature as a kind of thinking, 

where thinking is redescribed, in a textualist integrationism akin to Iser’s, as “a 

process of selection, an autopoietic creation out of noise”.18 The “truths” of this 

emerging literature, Tabbi contends, “are primarily cognitive rather than 

representational”.19 

 This “new order of realism in fiction and poetry, akin to functionalism in 

technological design and operational-minimalism in painting”20 typically results in an 

aesthetic much less ‘complete’ than the traditional novel, often presenting more like a 

collage than a continuous narrative. The relation between author and reader, 

meanwhile, undergoes a subtle corresponding shift of its own: as Mathews puts it, 

“the [reconstrued] role of the author is to provide materials that readers can then use 

as a means of creation.”21 Indeed, Tabbi contends that this “frank admission of [the 

text’s] own materiality…establishes a ground on which authors and readers can meet 

as equals and communicate without false illusions”.22 Notions of author as master, of 

work as masterpiece, and of reader as overawed recipient give way to the possibility 

of a “space of collaboration”23 in the thinking of the work24: a conception that 

resonates with Montaigne’s image of writer and reader on opposite sides of a tennis 

net, as with Retallack’s claim that “the essay text, like the poem, like the musical 

score, is nothing other than notations for performance”.25 If such texts become 

ultimacies’ of an exhausted mode of writing, as John Barth put it in an earlier moment of the 
evolution of postmodernism.” (Green, J., Late Postmodernism: American Fiction at the Turn of the 
Millennium, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005, p.11.) Green is, of course, referring to Barth’s 
well-known essay ‘The Literature of Exhaustion’—see Barth, J., The Friday Book: Essays and Other 
Non-Fiction, Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1984, pp.62-76. He goes on to note that 
“this incomprehension between writer and reader (or non-reader) finds expression in the trope of 
solipsism” (Green, op. cit., p.11), a theme we shall explore below.  
17 Tabbi, op. cit., p.76. 
18 Ibid., p.xxv. 
19 Ibid., p.76. 
20 Ibid., p.130. 
21 Mathews cited in ibid., p.133. 
22 Ibid, p.130. 
23 Ibid., p.81. 
24 Tabbi insists that, when faced with work of the kind he is examining, “[t]he critic’s function, when 
observing an author’s recorded observations, is not primarily to judge the work, produce its history, 
or even reflect on its meanings. A far more integral activity is to think with the work, to converse 
through it and explore social forms and possibilities at the level of the work’s autopoeisis, its coming 
to form.” (Ibid., p.xxv-xxvi.) 
25 Retallack, The Poethical Wager, p.45. Obviously, this also recalls Iser’s claims about the activity of 
the reader, discussed above in ‘Truth and Fiction’. 
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something like a game or puzzle, however, it is not a case of ‘mere play’, of a literary 

work happily engaged in its own inconsequential language game. Instead, it is a game 

in which something is at stake. 

 Part of what makes Tabbi’s work especially compelling is its situation of this 

moment of aesthetic and epistemic innovation within a sophisticated account of 

media ecology. At the centre of this account is the question of the impact on literary 

culture and its forms of new media and technological communication systems, 

especially the internet. Rather than seeing the advent of these new systems as simply 

sounding the death knell of print culture—of the Gutenberg Galaxy—Tabbi asks how 

the reshuffling of discursive systems and technologies, while obsolescing print in 

terms of certain functional tasks, makes it newly available for critical understanding.26 

Positing literature as “a print-based system existing at the margins of the defining 

media of our time”, Tabbi suggests that its “marginality and medial difference, so far 

from putting the literary artist at a disadvantage, might allow the artist to resist the 

largely communicative purposes of other media, to manage their multiplicity, and to 

experience the meaning of their unreflective functions”.27 

 What makes writers like Markson and Auster unique and interesting, for 

Tabbi, is their attunement to the deep epistemic implications of this transitional 

period for writing. Drawing on Niklas Luhmann’s systems theory and Friedrich 

Kittler’s theory of discourse networks, he suggests that in moments of relative stability, 

26 For a less optimistic account, see Birkerts, S., The Gutenberg Elegies: The Fate of Reading in an 
Electronic Age, Winchester: Faber & Faber, 1995. Birkerts writes that “[t]he stable hierarchies of the 
page…are being superseded by the rush of impulses through freshly minted circuits” (p.3). In his 
more recent collection of essays, Changing the Subject: Art and Attention in the Internet Age, 
Minnesota: Graywolf Press, 2015, Birkerts’s tone remains elegiac. He describes the essential 
powerlessness of contemporary literary culture to contend with the new reality that the internet and 
new communication networks have wrought over the past two decades: “I have files and files of 
sketchy theorisings about the changing status of the imagination. I don’t remember just when I 
began gathering these thoughts, but I do know why. I had found myself remarking over and over—to 
myself, or in conversation with others—that ours is a period strangely without show of artistic force. 
We have abundant works in all genres, and fascinating new hybrid expressions, but very few seem to 
have the thrust, that eye-opening power, that makes them not only memorable, but influential. Can 
we still make art that changes the world? Are there novels, symphonies, exhibits, apropos of which a 
contemporary Virginia Woolf might write: ‘On or about…’? This comes up often in conversation with 
poets and novelists, as well as with artists in other fields. What has happened to artistic 
imagination? Sure, we can all name certain ambitious, worthy books and shows—but what is recent 
times has grabbed the ring with both hands? The question, of course, is whether there still is such a 
ring to be grabbed.” (p.20) Birkerts goes on to say—and this claim has emerged in various ways 
throughout the present dissertation—that “we may be living in a time when the individual 
imagination can no longer, or can’t yet—offer a challenging and comprehensive, never mind 
innovative, synthesis of the world so massively in flux.” (pp.20-21) 
27 Tabbi, op. cit., p.xi. 
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media recede from conscious awareness, becoming the inscrutable “hardware”28 

underlying cognition and communication.29 This recession, he writes, “is what allows 

a medium to function: a system becomes successful—as a medium—at the moment it 

ceases to be noticeable—as knowledge—to those who communicate through it”.30 

Knowledge, at such moments of recession, “is ‘absolute’ because it is no longer 

separate and malleable by a human knower; like a language that has hardened into a 

code, it ceases to distinguish itself from its environment and has little chance of 

evolving in response to its uses.”31 In moments of upheaval and intermedial struggle, 

however, when various media lose the self-assurance of their established functions 

and when the hierarchy organising such functions is placed in question, they become 

newly recognisable as media, and the communications they facilitated become 

recognisable as mediated. In such moments of estrangement, what is normally 

impossible becomes possible: “One cannot cognise and be aware of one’s cognising 

operations at the same time,” writes Tabbi; “one cannot communicate through an 

opaque medium. Except at moments when the materiality of thought and 

communication is undergoing widespread structural change.”32 

Writing, in such circumstances, can perhaps only proceed along its old 

vocational lines at the price of ignorance—whether in naïvety or bad faith—and will, 

in spite of its every possible commercial success, always risk a type of incoherence, 

perhaps sensed as a lack of liveliness or urgency. After all, this condition of blockage, 

as Tabbi rightly states, is “fundamentally…a reader’s block”33: an inability of the 

contemporary reader to readily see through medium to message, to agree unthinkingly 

with the criteria implied, at various levels of experience, in the sifting of signal from 

noise. Such work will always risk being interesting, if it is, for reasons quite apart 

from those it intends.34 

28 Ibid., p.12. 
29 This notion of hardware is derived specifically from Kittler, F., Discourse Networks 1800/1900, 
trans. M. Metteer & C. Cullins, Stanford University Press, 1990. Tabbi also draws on Kittler’s 
Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999. His primary reference 
point for Luhmann’s systems theory is Luhmann, N., Essays on Self-Reference, New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1990. 
30 Tabbi, op. cit., p.11. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid., p.75. 
33 Ibid. 
34 In his essay ‘The Act of Writing and the Act of Attention’, Martin Harrison observes: “Writing as a 
recreative object can seem too artificial, and in a reductive sense merely theatral—as if the scope of 
imagination is to ‘set up’ likelihood and already conventionalised sorts of life and scene. Such 
writing is often tied too narrowly to an ethical or political construction of the imagination i.e. the 
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 This is perhaps why programs for novelistic production animated by “retro-

realist attitudes”35 or the desire for a ‘new sincerity’, however understandable, always 

appear as, in several senses of the term, idealistic—or, in a further irony, unrealistic. 

Here one might think of Zadie Smith or Jonathan Franzen—writers who profess to 

have emerged from postmodernism “tired of mediation”36 and eager to return to what 

they consider a more straightforward representation of shared contemporary life.37 

What such attempts to move past the bad infinities perceived in postmodernist 

reflexivity apparently fail to recognise is that “[the contemporary moment of] 

blockage is more than a private condition”.38 Such “widespread cultural blockage can 

only be overcome,” writes Tabbi, “through a rearrangement or recomposition of the 

relations among communicating media, so that they can again be taken for granted 

and meaningful communication can again course through the reconfigured 

hardware”39—not, that is, through any heroic creative posturing of the very author 

whose authority is perhaps in the process of dissolving. In its authentic mode, 

however, essayistic writing of the kind Tabbi identifies can offer us a type of 

knowledge—neither entirely performative, nor entirely constative, available only in 

composition, yet always retrospective—of what has happened, is happening still, to 

imaginative space of the everyday or of the futuristic or of fantasy. It seems almost as if there is too 
much imagination required of the contemporary writer, and as a consequence far too much 
obviousness and banality. Yet the other sort of writing, namely writing which is after-the-event or a 
semi-journalistic trace, can seem too journal-based, too randomised in its structure and too 
dependent for impetus on the figure of the writer ‘writing’.” (Harrison, M., ‘The Act of Writing and 
the Act of Attention’, TEXT, Special Issue No.20: Writing Creates Ecology and Ecology Creates 
Writing, eds. M. Harrison, D.B. Rose, L. Shannon & K. Satchell, October, 2013, p.9.) In a sense, I 
take this to articulate a similar idea as does the quotation from Birkerts in note 26 above. Harrison’s 
reflections on the too-much/not-enough of such ‘recreative’ writing recall James Wood’s notion of 
“hysterical realism”, where “the conventions of realism are not being abolished but, on the contrary, 
exhausted, overworked” (Wood, J., The Irresponsible Self: On Laughter and the Novel, New York: 
Random House, 2013, p.168.). Interestingly, Woods’s complaint against this aesthetic is “not at the 
level of verisimilitude but at the level of morality: this style of writing is not to be faulted because it 
lacks reality—the usual charge—but because it seems evasive of reality while borrowing from 
realism itself. It is not a cock-up but a cover-up.” (ibid.)  
35 Tabbi, op. cit., p.79. 
36 Ibid., p.79. 
37 Tabbi argues that Markson, Powers et al share with Franzen his desire, in the face of the ecological 
pressure of competing media, to retrench to some “niche where a writer can focus on what is 
essentially literary in the work” (ibid., p.81.). They share, too, the sense that this niche will 
necessarily embrace the essentially solitary nature of writing and reading literature. In arguing for 
this essential solitude, however, Tabbi suggests that “Franzen invokes a conception of writing that is 
perhaps closer to minimalist narratives and the subjectivised, interior spaces of a Beckett or a Kafka 
than it is to either the realist novel of social engagement…or the postmodern meganovel.” (Ibid., 
p.81) This is, of course, the conclusion enacted by writers like Marskon. 
38 Ibid., p.75. 
39 Ibid. 
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our modes of knowing. 

 Literary self-referentiality, on this view, takes on quite a different character 

than in its estimation as a characteristic of literary postmodernism. For the latter, it 

has often been considered coextensive with narcissism and nihilism: in other words, 

with an irremediable (though carefree) epistemic and ethical disconnection from 

anything that lies beyond representation, or indeed a denial that there is anything 

from which one might be disconnected. What might be mistaken for an involuted and 

radically idealist trajectory toward metafiction is on the contrary, for Tabbi, deeply 

materialist.40 The view of cognition proposed by the systems theory on which Tabbi’s 

account relies does indeed suggest that thought is a closed system; yet it also 

characterises it as a living system, one that is embedded in an ecology of other 

autopoietic systems. In systems theory, what is at stake in self-reference is precisely 

the ability of independent systems to adjust to what lies beyond them. The works with 

which Tabbi is concerned appear both to dramatically instance and to demonstrate 

such an ability: “Reflexivity in contemporary fiction…is not a shutting out of the 

world,” writes Tabbi; “it is rather a way of establishing an identity that is better able, 

while writing, to re-cognise [sic] and put on hold one’s own literary distinctions and 

categories long enough to see how they might answer to distinctions in the 

environment.”41 

 Thus the “coherent story with an uninterrupted beginning, middle, and end”42 

is replaced, in such works, by accumulations of observation and citation that tend to 

eventuate, usually quite late, in moments of self-remediation or, in the terms of 

systems theory, “re-entry”.43 Through recursive structures that Tabbi compares to a 

Möbius strip,44 they tend eventually to turn themselves inside-out in moments of 

immanent transcendence: for example, the moment where the compulsive keeping of 

a journal gives over, within its own representational space, to a journal of the 

journal.45 There is no moment at which mediation can finally be escaped, in other 

words, and the real accessed immediately; new distinctions, however, can be 

40 One might note here that the works he examines frequently evoke an anxiety about the possibility 
of solipsistic self-enclosure, a fearful rather than festive response to being lost in the funhouse of 
language—this is certainly the case with Wittgenstein’s Mistress: Wallace discusses at length the 
loneliness of its protagonist Kate’s condition (see Wallace, ‘The empty plenum’). 
41 Tabbi, op. cit., p.80. 
42 Ibid., p.84. 
43 See ibid., p.xx and pp.19-24. 
44 Ibid., p.4. 
45 See ibid., p.xxii. 
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introduced through the eventual observation of one’s own observations, insofar as the 

latter are noted down in writing—“a second-order observation when the observer stops 

perceiving and instead considers the founding distinctions that structure perception in 

the first place”.46 “Book made known to me my days’ own confusion,” writes Powers—

or ‘Powers’, his fictionalised narrator—in Galatea 2.2. “They meant no more nor less 

than the extensive, dense turnpike of the not-I.”47 Tabbi goes on to observe of this 

passage, and notes as an assumption underpinning all Powers’ work, that “[a]ny 

cognitive realism [here]…comes not from knowledge about the world but from 

knowing that the world is not ‘us’.”48  

 We might suppose here that a key part of what makes such works of cognitive 

realism essayistic is their concern with the “interplay between first- and third-person 

accounts”49—or, to put it a slightly different way, with the emergence of the third-

personal from, or within, the first-personal: the realisation, in the moment of self-

consciousness, of both the subjective constitution of objective reality and of the 

situation of subjectivity within an ecology that exceeds it. Though the horizon of such 

essayistic writing is inevitably first-personal, it creates the conditions for an “invention 

out of solipsism”.50 Needless to say, moments of second-order observation in such 

works offer no assurance that the self-correction of the closed system has somehow 

obtained what traditional epistemology would consider adequate—let alone 

permanent—‘correspondence’ with objective reality. “A world depicted with increasing 

technical leverage remains a depiction,” writes Powers in an essay cited by Tabbi; “as 

much about its depicters as about the recalcitrant world. We shape the data that we 

aspire to live in. But the place that we make will stay at best a running approximation, 

a long act of iterated guess, of near-miss metaphor, of like-thisness’.”51 Cognitive 

realism, then, is the attempt to “map an ever-shifting boundary between system and 

environment”52; its self-reflexive moments can be read as episodes of trial and error in 

the “constant adjustment between mental and material structurations”.53 Such works 

46 Ibid, p.59. 
47 Powers cited in ibid., p.73. The resonances of this concern with the ‘not-I’ with the theme of 
nonidentity in Adorno’s work, as explored earlier in ‘Philosophy and Literature’, are obvious. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid, p.xxi. 
50 Ibid., p.xxii. This recalls the discussion of the dialectic of same/other that we saw sketched out by 
Attridge in ‘Truth and Fiction’ above. 
51 Powers cited in ibid., p.76. 
52 Tabbi, op. cit., p.84. 
53 Ibid., p.76. 
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take place within “a liminal space not of representation but of resemblance: where ‘it 

was like so, but wasn’t’”.54 

 In attempting to respect the uniqueness of the contemporary moment he is 

describing, Tabbi argues for this seemingly newfound medial awareness and self-

reflexivity as what distinguishes the self-consciousness of contemporary writers from 

that of earlier modernist forerunners.55 However, we might note that this moment of 

medial awareness is of the kind explored earlier in this dissertation in the work of 

Flaubert, and felt acutely in the philosophical writing of Adorno and other post-

aesthetic theorists.56 We should recall, for example, Michael Fried’s observation 

concerning Flaubert’s writing: that what makes it modern in contrast to a classical 

writing that, says Barthes, “flowed and left no deposit”57, is the way it “calls for and 

rewards a new sort of readerly participation in the inward ‘activation’…of the text, 

less a condition of total absorption or immersion (of self-forgetting) than one in which 

several different modes of awareness are present simultaneously to the reader’s mind 

(and ear, and eye)”.58 When considering the movement toward an absolute recession 

of medial awareness, meanwhile, we might think of the reification of enlightened 

consciousness identified by Adorno (or, indeed, of the lapsing into unconsciousness of 

the fictionality of cognitive models described by Vaihinger). 

 Similarly, we might take the description of such recent cognitive realism as 

essayistic to suggest a continuity with the deeper history of the essay form that we 

have already examined. Reflecting on the ebbing importance to our culture of print 

media, Tabbi himself writes that “even if the inscription, storage, and dissemination of 

information increasingly happens in electronic writing spaces (a transformation that is 

by now well under way), and even if reading itself is done on screens rather than on 

the printed page, that will not mean the end of the book so much as a return to its 

beginnings, when print was not yet a dominant medium and when textual authority, 

even the identity of authors and the stability of bound text, was not so firmly 

established”.59 The past to which he sees such authors returning and the marginal 

54 Ibid. 
55 See ibid., p.xvii. 
56 I take this less to disqualify the writers whom Tabbi recognises as contemporary than to suggest 
the contemporariness of Flaubert. 
57 Barthes, Writing Degree Zero, p.3. 
58 Fried, Flaubert’s Geueloir, p.32. 
59 Tabbi, op. cit., p.119. Interestingly, Freed makes a comparable claim about Musil’s work: Musil’s 
concept of Essayismus, he suggests, offers a ‘nonmodern’ alternative to the dialectic of modernity: 
“Musil’s strategy is to situate himself, as it were, in the space between the advent of Modernity and 
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position from which they write are arguably the past and the position in and from 

which Montaigne’s Essais were conceived and composed. Obaldia notes that 

Montaigne’s essays are a typical product of the Renaissance: that is, they are “the 

product, concretely, of a dismemberment and a reconfiguration of the discursive 

system largely prompted by the typographical revolution of the time. The 

transmutation of the discursive system leads to a reshuffling and displacement of 

generic boundaries which brings about a proliferation of ‘functionally primitive extra-

systemic texts’ that are no longer mere source books to be consulted but ‘premature 

products’, ‘works in progress’ that strive to be (re-)integrated into a new totalising 

epistemological system or ‘encyclopaedia’ encapsulated by the idea of a Book-to-

come”.60 

 It is this open and provisional character that makes Montaigne’s project of 

self-discovery through writing—much like the ongoing processes of mapping, and of 

mapping of mapping, described by Tabbi—essentially unfinishable. In Fowlerian 

terms, it is the status of the print medium itself that makes Montaigne’s Essais an 

ambiguous mixture of mode and kind: it is always approaching the condition of being 

a work in the very same compositional movement by which it transcends and 

dissolves its character as a work.61 Obaldia points out that, in epistemic terms, 

“[r]enaissance books are thus seen to ‘feed on their own impossibility as they mediate 

the passage from medieval dogmatic and logical certainties’…to ‘the self-assured 

epistemological hubris of the classic age’ (the birth of the individual subject later 

identified with the formulation of the Cartesian ego)”.62 

 In the modern era, however, the book form never really settles in sufficiently 

for its mediations to vanish entirely; despite the hubris that, as we have seen Adorno 

the point at which the Cartesian rules of method become institutionalised into what becomes the 
philosophical discourse of Modernity. Musil’s Essayismus aligns itself with the project of creating 
normativity out of one’s own self/moment, while it’s ‘antimethod’ holds itself at a discursive moment 
antecedent to the institutionalisation of the Cartesian rules, which eventually give rise in the course 
of the Enlightenment to the hegemony of instrumental reason.” (Freed, Robert Musil and the 
NonModern, p.109.) By this ‘antecedent moment’, Freed means explicitly that of Montaigne’s Essais 
and the sense of textual subjectivity that attends their composition. 
60 Obaldia, The Essayistic Spirit, p.30. 
61 She cites Early German Romanticism as one such moment: “We know that the Romantic period is 
also a time of dismemberment and reconfiguration of the discursive system which leads to a 
reshuffling and displacement of generic boundaries, and to the intense reflexiveness this brings 
about. Again in the Romantic period the subsequent tensions between fragmentary and totalising 
modes of discourse go hand in hand with the dream of a virtual Book orienting the production of 
fragments.” (Ibid., p.39) 
62 Ibid., p.30. 



 271 

and Horkheimer argue, attends its presumed arrival, the moment of enlightened 

closure to which Obaldia alludes never really takes place. The modern era is typically 

experienced, instead, as an ongoing state of in-betweenness: time, for moderns, is ‘out 

of joint’. We might be tempted then, following Obaldia, to see in our own recently 

unsettled media ecology an “overall continuity of a problematic ‘modern’ period which 

is seen formally to begin with the Renaissance and whose expected closure via the 

metaphor of the Book must always be postponed”.63 Within this problematic period, 

we would “recognise more marked periods of generic transitions and crises, periods 

when the peculiarities…[of self-consciousness, mediation and the out-moding of 

kinds] are more conspicuously reactivated or brought to the fore”.64 The propriety of 

the novel favoured by classical consciousness, adored by Abel and Lowry, disdained by 

Moore and Kundera, and partially surpassed by a brand of contemporary essayism 

that I have flirted with calling post-fictional essayism, appears then as the illusion 

made possible only by “[m]ore stable spells of literary history”65 that are themselves 

predicated on more, rather than less, stable material circumstances of discursive 

systems—moments that affirm “our faith in the book’s fixity and the singular authority 

of its author”.66 

 In the midst of such ‘spells’—a word Adorno might take somewhat more than 

figuratively—we “tend to regard a fundamental condition as a technique, and novels 

explicitly concerned with reflexive identity-making are most often filed away (and 

largely forgotten) under the subcategory ‘metafiction’”.67 Self-reflexive works are, in 

other words, made to seem “marginal and exceptional”68—typically “in favour of some 

liberal humanist ideal of authorial self-possession or narrative ‘voice’”69—when in fact 

“an awareness that feeds back into itself defines all that is literary about them, all that 

is singular and irreducible to a culturally defined standard”.70 As Tabbi writes, in 

moments of crisis “[f]eatures that tend to be associated with avant-gardes or 

experimental texts—reflexive identity formations, intertextual collaborations, 

nonlinear or multilinear narrative action, concretism, and the involvement of readers 

63 Ibid., p.38. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid. 
66 Tabbi, op. cit., p.120. 
67 Ibid., p.133. 
68 Ibid. 
69 Ibid. 
70 Ibid., p.4. 
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in the act of creation—can again be seen to have always been present in print texts of 

any literary interest.”71 In such moments, too, the fact that literature has 

“marginalised its own reflexivity…seems all the more surprising given that it is a field 

whose subject is homogeneous with its object, in that both literature and criticism are 

conducted in the same medium, and not infrequently by the same person at the 

moment of composition”.72 

 

 

  Reality hunger 

 

David Shields opens his 2010 work Reality Hunger: A Manifesto with the avowed 

intention “to write the ars poetica for a burgeoning group of interrelated (but 

unconnected) artists”73 whose innovations overlap significantly with those identified 

by Tabbi. Like Tabbi, Shields is concerned with the way in which an emerging 

aspiration to rethink realism is playing out through artistic performances that 

emphasise, rather than suppress, their mediated character, but do so without 

surrendering the desire to make contact with something ‘beyond’ themselves.74 The 

thread connecting such artists, for Shields, is the desire to break “larger and larger 

chunks of ‘reality’ into their work”.75 Sharing Tabbi’s preoccupation with the 

incomplete and the sketched, as well as with experientally ‘close’ modes of life-writing 

and notation, Shields argues that these artists are linked by an aesthetic of “deliberate 

unartiness”, emphasising “‘raw’ material, seemingly unprocessed, unfiltered, 

uncensored, and unprofessional”, alongside a number of other features: 

“[r]andomness, openness to accident and serendipity, spontaneity; artistic risk; 

emotional urgency and intensity, reader/viewer participation; an overly literal tone, as 

if a reporter were viewing a strange culture; plasticity of form, pointillism; criticism as 

71 Ibid., p.120. 
72 Ibid., p.133. 
73 Shields, D., Reality Hunger: A Manifesto, New York: Vintage, 2011, p.3. 
74 Shields imputes such a desire to all art: “Every artistic movement from the beginning of time is an 
attempt to figure out a way to smuggle more of what the artist thinks is reality into the work of art. 
Zola: ‘Every proper artist is more or less a realist according to his own eyes.’ Braque’s goal: ‘To get as 
close as I could to reality.’ E.g., Chekhov’s diaries, E.M. Forster’s Commonplace Book, Fitzgerald’s 
The Crack-Up (much his best book), Cheever’s posthumously published journals, Alan Bennet’s 
Writing Home. So, too, every artistic movement or moment needs a credo: Horace’s Ars Poetica, Sir 
Philip Sidney’s Defence of Poesie, André Breton’s ‘Surrealist Manifesto’, Dogme 95’s ‘Vow of 
Chastity’.” (Ibid., p.1) 
75 Ibid. 
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autobiography; self-reflexivity, self-ethnography, anthropological autobiography”.76 He 

adds, finally, “a blurring (to the point of invisibility) of any distinction between fiction 

and nonfiction: the lure and blur of the real”.77 Like Tabbi, Shields gathers these 

developments together under the banner of essayism.78 

 Perhaps because his aim is to produce a manifesto, Shields frames the drive 

toward innovation demonstrated by the works with which he is concerned in far more 

overtly iconoclastic terms than does Tabbi. His claims concerning to the real or 

desired rejection of established forms by contemporary writers—and likewise their 

success in producing new ones—are particularly emphatic in relation to the novel. 

Tabbi appears to view the recent inclination toward the essayistic as an eventuality 

that modifies and complicates, but ultimately extends and preserves, the tradition of 

the novel. Shields, by contrast, sees its advent as fundamentally at odds with the 

latter. 

 Indeed, the novel appears at points to become emblematic of all failures of 

contemporary artistic production to engage properly with reality, with artistic history, 

and with readers/audiences: Shields ascribes to the novel an outsized share of 

responsibility for the stultification or blockage of contemporary culture. Reality 

Hunger is replete not only with reports of Shields’s own frustrations as a reader of the 

novel, the form that sits “[s]till (very still) at the heart of ‘literary culture’”79— 

 

[Franzen’s] The Corrections, say: I couldn’t read that book if my life depended 
on it. It might be a ‘good’ novel or it might be a ‘bad’ novel, but something has 
happened to my imagination, which can no longer yield to the earnest 
embrace of novelistic form.80 

 

 —but also with such generalisations about its viability as that it is nowadays 

“best to avoid the form as a medium of expression”,81 or even that “[t]he novel is 

dead”.82 “I doubt very much,” he writes, “that I’m the only person who’s finding it 

more and more difficult to want to read or write novels.”83 As the invocation of 

76 Ibid., p.5. 
77 Ibid. 
78 As indicated, Shields’s work aims to capture developments across a range of media, but I shall 
focus here exclusively on the attention he pays to written works. 
79 Ibid., p.199. 
80 Ibid. 
81 Ibid., p.23. 
82 Ibid., p.114. 
83 Ibid., p.81. 
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Franzen’s critically lauded turn-of-the-millennium work suggests, Shields holds this 

position in relation not only to the mass market paperback (presumably the ‘bad’ 

novel to which he refers), but also to the products endorsed by the literary 

establishment (the ‘good’ one). Both, it appears, collapse into the category of “the big, 

blockbuster novel by middle-of-the-road writers, the run-of-the-mill four-hundred-

page page-turner”.84  

 Notwithstanding this disavowal of any high/low distinction, for Shields—

alongside Kundera and Moore—the dominance of the conventional novel essentially 

reflects a set of mistakes concerning the form’s authentic nature and function. Like 

Moore and Kundera, too, he sees this misconception as one produced by the novel’s 

rise as a hugely successful form of commodity during the nineteenth century. Like 

Adorno, meanwhile, Shields implies at various points that it is the commodity status 

of the novel that generates its contemporary ‘sameness’, its monotony and 

homogeneity as a genre. More importantly, however, he emphasises the way in which 

this generic stability overlaps with a sense of epistemic stability and ontological 

distance (what an Adornoian account might see as a function of ideology and a 

Vaihingerian account might see as a matter of hypostatised fictions). Specifically, he 

argues that the establishment of the novel as the defining literary form of nineteenth 

century culture coincided with its becoming—by way of that same “modernist 

purifying of the novel’s mongrel tradition” that made of it an autonomous art form—a 

“work of imagination alone”,85 mere fiction. This fits quite squarely with the account 

of the historical construction of the fictional, particularly as registered in ordinary 

philosophical realism and positivism, that I offered earlier in this dissertation.  

 Shields adds to this picture, as to the accounts of the novel offered by Moore 

and Kundera, a sense of the ideological backdrop that secured the form’s ascent and 

that, in turn, it helped to prop up: 

 

In the first half of the nineteenth century, which remains for many a paradise 
lost of the novel, certain important certainties were in circulation: in 
particular the confidence in a logic of things that was just and universal. All 
the technical elements of narrative—the systematic use of the past tense and 
the third person, the unconditional adoption of chronological development, 
linear plots, the regular trajectory of the passions, the impulse of each episode 

84 Ibid., p.199. 
85 Ibid., p.14. 



 275 

toward a conclusion, etc.—tended to impose the image of a stable, coherent, 
continuous, unequivocal, entirely decipherable universe.86  

 

He goes on to claim that the “novel of characters”, like the world it describes, “belongs 

entirely to the past”: “Two hundred years later, the whole system is no more than a 

memory,” he writes; but “it’s to that memory, to the dead system, that some seek with 

all their might to keep the novel fettered.”87 

 The contention that the conventional novel continues to comport itself 

clerically with regard to the ‘dead system’ of the bourgeois order, and that an 

authentic literature must seek to become its living conscience, is of a piece with both 

Barthes’s and Adorno’s account of modernism as a response to, respectively, the lapsed 

classical order of writing and the willed totality of enlightened positivism. Within that 

optic, we can certainly understand Shields’s claim that the “[n]ovel qua novel is a 

form of nostalgia”,88 that its history aligns it with the “beautiful illusion”.89 In keeping 

with this observation about the novel as a component of the symbolic order, Shields 

asks wittily whether the form is not perhaps simply too big to fail: “Is it possible that 

contemporary literary prizes are a bit like the federal bailout package, subsidising 

work that is no longer remotely describing reality?”90 On an Adornoian view, this 

would seem to be more than a wry analogy. 

 Where Shields agrees with Kundera and Moore in his contention that the slick, 

completist production of the conventional novel—by turns the novel that panders to 

its readers, the merely entertaining novel, the award-winning novel, the bestseller—

dissembles the true history of its development, he extends their position to include a 

critique of fictionality. Prior to being set in what Shields calls, in a wonderfully 

contradictory formulation, the “concrete of fiction”,91 the novel obeyed far more 

varied directives of both form and content. Indeed: “The word novel,” he writes, 

“when it entered the languages of Europe, had the vaguest of meanings; it meant the 

form of writing that was formless, that had no rules, that made up its own rules as it 

went along.”92 “The novel has always been a mixed form,” he goes on; “that’s why it 

86 Ibid., p.17. 
87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid., p.202. 
89 Ibid., p.201. 
90 Ibid., p.199. 
91 Ibid., p.23. 
92 Ibid., p.13. 
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was called novel in the first place. A great deal of realistic documentary, some history, 

some topographical writing, some barely disguised autobiography have always been 

part of the novel, from Defoe through Flaubert and Dickens.”93 As the novel papers 

over the breaks between its various formal constituents and epistemic levels, though, 

obeying an ever more strongly reified distinction between art and life, so too does it 

become fixed at a distance from speculative energies of writing94: as it becomes 

entrenched in the complex of ideas described by Kundera surrounding empiricism and 

verisimilitude, impulses toward conceptual reflection are handed over to their rightful 

possessors in the (equally rationalised and reified) spheres of philosophy and 

criticism.  

 Shields is convincing in his negative assessment of the contemporary 

tenability of such novelistic coherence, wholeness and autonomy, and in his assertion 

of the conventional novelist’s bad faith or boorishness, when he positions us in a post-

Freudian, post-Einsteinian epistemic space.95 Taken together, the advent of 

psychoanalysis and relativity theory, by respectively drawing into question the unity of 

the subject, on the one hand, and that of the object, on the other, certainty threaten to 

undermine the notion of Bildung on which nineteenth-century realism, novelistic and 

otherwise, was predicated.96 Hence the movement, in the most advanced writers, 

away from the formal trappings of the novel—plot, for instance: 

 

Plot itself ceased to constitute the armature of narrative. The demands of the 
anecdote were doubtless less constraining for Proust than for Flaubert, for 
Faulkner than for Proust, for Beckett than for Faulkner. To tell a story became 
strictly impossible. The books of Proust and Flaubert are crammed with 
stories, but in the former, they dissolve in order to be recomposed to the 
advantage of a mental architecture of time, whereas in the latter, the 
development of themes and their many associations overwhelms all 
chronology to the point of seeming to bury again in the course of the novel 
what the narrative has just revealed. Even in Beckett, there’s no lack of events, 
but they’re constantly in the process of contesting themselves: the same 
sentence may contain an observation and its immediate negation. It’s now not 

93 Ibid., p.14. 
94 Pavel suggests that “healthy narrative cultures need a good diversity of fictional modes and situate 
their fictional worlds at various distances” (Pavel, Fictional Worlds, p.91). 
95 Shields, op. cit., p.19. 
96 “[T]he Bildungsroman is not so much a sub-species of the genre as its archtype,” writes Obaldia. 
(Obaldia, op. cit., p.43.) On the essential connection between Bildung and the novel, see Ercolino, 
The Novel-Essay 1884-1947, pp.42-48, p.38. See also Moretti, F., The Way of the World: The 
Bildungsroman in European Culture, New York: Verso, 2000.  
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the anecdote that’s lacking—only its character of certainty, its tranquility, its 
innocence.97 

 

In what would appear, then, to be an initial confirmation of Ercolino’s contention that 

the essayistic emerges within the novel as a recognition of the failure of Bildung—of 

the plausibility of narrative as a totalising way of accounting for experience (the 

analogue of which we also encountered in relation to Barthes’s account of the 

moment after 1848)—the waning of the novel’s fidelity to the narrative function is 

here presented though its increasing interruptions of itself, its intensifying reflection 

upon and argument with its own procedures. 

 For all his bombast in rejecting the novel, however, it forms an ineluctable part 

of Shields’s thought. By an eccentric logic by now well known to us, the novel persists 

in spite of—within—the moment of its negation: “The kinds of novels I like are ones 

which bear no trace of being novels,” he writes.98 As in Kundera’s and Moore’s 

accounts, then, we escape from novels to novels. The specific departure from the novel 

that Shields insists upon is, as suggested above, similar to the one identified by 

Kundera in the progression from Fielding via Flaubert to Musil: that is, away from a 

primary concern with the telling of a story and toward a kind of critical reflection on 

storytelling (or perhaps the simultaneous prosecution of both agendas). “The only 

novels deserving of interest today are those in which…nothing happens,” 99 he writes; 

where “[t]he absence of plot leaves the reader room to think about other things”.100 In 

more than one instance he suggests that this own work as exemplary: “My books tend 

not to have the narrative and story you associate with fiction, but at the same time 

they are arranged and structured…as works of art rather than accumulations of 

information.”101 “To that extent,” he concludes, “I like to think they’re more novels 

than many novels.”102 

 

 

 

 

97 Shields, op. cit., p.19. 
98 Ibid., p.203. 
99 Ibid. 
100 Ibid., p.114. 
101 Ibid., p.64. 
102 Ibid. 
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  Anti-novel 

 

In considering this recuperation of the novel qua “anti-novel”,103 however, we should 

reiterate that the objection to the wholeness of the novelistic narrative in Shield’s 

work—and what distinguishes it from the other accounts of the experimental we have 

examined so far—is principally the above-mentioned objection to the self-sufficiency 

of the fictional as an ontologically circumscribed zone, one that this apparent 

wholeness helps to secure: a fact revealed by the regular slippage in Shields’s own 

terminology between ‘fiction’ and ‘novel’, in spite of repeated attempts (which we will 

examine below) to distinguish between the two. The objection to the novel as going 

“hand in hand with a straightjacketing of the material’s expressive potential” is an 

objection less to its formal range than to its conventional distance from life, which is 

in turn an objection to the concession our acceptance of this distance makes to a 

“ready-made idea of reality”.104 

 As in Moore’s and Kundera’s accounts, then, so in Shields’s are the novel’s few 

genuinely contemporary heroes figured as effecting a return to its roots or a cleaving 

to a tradition of innovation that has persisted, almost imperceptibly, certainly against 

the odds, in our literary culture. However, here it is, in the first place, less stylistic 

innovation or even the pursuit of the specific novelistic discovery that is at stake than 

a challenge to the distance at which the edifice of the literary, qua fiction, has been 

erected: 

 

I see writers like Naipul and Sebald making a necessary postmodernist return 
to the roots of the novel as an essentially Creole form, in which ‘nonfiction’ 
material is ordered, shaped, and imagined as ‘fiction’. Books like these restore 
the novelty of the novel, with its ambiguous straddling of verifiable and 
imaginary facts, and restore the sense of readerly danger that one enjoys in 
reading Moll Flanders or Clarissa or Tom Jones or Vanity Fair—that tightrope 
walk along the margin between the newspaper report and the poetic vision.105  

 

The turn away from the novel, or rather back to its authentic execution, proposed by 

Shields is thus presented as a matter primarily of epistemological intervention, rather 

103 Ibid., p.115. 
104 Ibid., p.200. 
105 Ibid., pp.14-15. 
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than of generic innovation, or rather as a question of the point where these two 

notions connect. It appears, not via a turn, say, from realism to modernism within the 

novel, but rather as a turn from fiction to nonfiction, from realism to reality—from, in 

his terms, “whole-cloth invention”106 to “a book whose loyalty [isn’t] just to art but to 

life”.107 The real, Shields suggests, “is incomparably more compelling than an invented 

drama”.108 

 A function of the same episteme, however, the nonfictional does not 

ultimately offer a viable escape from the fictional. Shields immediately problematises 

this turn toward nonfiction—especially life writing109—on the basis of a critique of 

memory: 

  

How can we enjoy memoirs, believing them to be true, when nothing, as 
everyone knows, is so unreliable as memory? […] Memories, we now know, 
can be buried, lost, blocked, repressed, even recovered. We remember what 
suits us, and there’s almost no limit to what we can forget.110 

 

He argues that these arguments about the fallibility of memory are underwritten by 

the findings of cognitive science. Antonio Damasio, for example, “compares 

consciousness to a ‘movie in the brain’ and argues that memories are just one among 

the many captions and images that our mind makes up to help us survive in the 

world”, arriving at the conclusion that since “[c]onsciously or unconsciously, we 

manipulate our memories to include or omit certain aspects […], [r]emembering and 

fiction-making are virtually indistinguishable”.111 “Only those who keep faithful 

106 Ibid., p.172. 
107 Ibid. 
108 Ibid., p.82. 
109 “Biography and autobiography are the lifeblood of art right now,” writes Shields. (Ibid., p.27.) 
110 Ibid., pp.25-26. 
111 Ibid., p.57. Damasio has recently written, again using the metaphor of movie-making, that “the 
authobiographical self leads a double life”: “On the one hand, it can be overt, making up the 
conscious mind at its grandest and most human; on the other, it can lie dormany, its myriad 
components waiting their turn to become active. That other life of the autobiographical self takes 
place offscreen, away from inaccessible consciousness, and that is possibly where and when the self 
matures, thanks to the gradual sedimentation and reworking of one’s memory. As lived experiences 
are reconstructed and replayed, whether in conscious reflecton or in nonconscious processing, their 
substance is reassessed and inevitably rearranged, modified minimally or very much in terms of their 
factual composition and emotional accompaniment. Entities and events acquire new emotional 
weights during this process. Some frames of the recollection are dropped on the mind’s cutting-room 
floor, others are restored and enhanced, and others still are so deftly combined either by our wanrs 
or by the vagaries of chance that they create new scenes that were never shot. That is why facts can 
acquire a new significance and why the music of memory plays differently today than it did last 
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diaries will know what they were doing at this time, on this day, a year ago,” writes 

Shields. “The rest of us recall only the most intense moments, and even these tend to 

have been mythologised by repetitions into well-wrought chapters in the story of our 

lives. To this extent, memoirs really can claim to be modern novels, all the way down 

to the presence of an unreliable narrator.”112 In a set of comments that recall our 

earlier discussion of the essayistic ‘I’, he later comments on the way in which such 

memories become the matter of life writing:  

 

What I believe about memoir is that you just happen to be using the nuts and 
bolts of your own life to illustrate your vision. It isn’t really me; it’s a character 
based on myself that I made up in order to illustrate things I wanted to say. In 
other words, I think memoir is as far from real life as fiction is.”113 

 

“Anything processed by memory,” he writes elsewhere, “is fiction.”114 In effect, this 

threatens “the commonsensical assertion that while the novelist is engaged on a work 

of the creative imagination, the duty of the journalist is to tell what really happened, 

as it happened”.115 As this last comment suggests, doubts about memory extend to 

doubts about factuality in general: 

 

The life span of a fact is shrinking. I don’t think there’s time to save it. It used 
to be that a fact would last as long as its people, as long as kingdoms stood or 
legacies lived or myths endured their sceptics. But now facts have begun to 
dwindle to the length of a generation, to the life spans and memories of wars 
and plagues and depressions. Once the earth was flat, but now we say it’s 
round. Once we thought we could sail west to the Indies; now we know that a 
New World is there. Once we were the centre of a vast but known universe; 
now we’re just a speck in a vast and chaotic jumble.116 

 

 “I recognise no difference along the truth continuum,” he claims later, 

“between my very autobiographical novels and my frequently fib-filled books of 

year.” (Damasio, A., Self Comes to Mind: Constructing the Conscious Brain, London: Vintage, 2012, 
pp.210-211.) 
112 Shields, op. cit., pp.25-26. 
113 Ibid., p.39. 
114 Ibid., p.57. 
115 Ibid., p.65. 
116 Ibid., p.21. 
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nonfiction.”117 Now, this is in part because “[y]ou adulterate the truth as you write”118: 

“There’s a good case for arguing that any narrative account is a form of fiction,” writes 

Shields. “The moment you start to arrange the world in words, you alter its nature. 

The words themselves begin to suggest patterns and connections that seemed at the 

time to be absent from the events the words describe.”119 More deeply, however, this is 

the case because we cannot lay claim to any experience that is not in some sense 

mediated by language and genre: thus “[e]verything is always already invented”.120 

There is, for Shields, no moment of knowledge outside of narrative—aside, we might 

infer, from the dumb moment at the leading edge of perception, which is always 

already in the process of passing into memory and so of being narrated (and even this 

claim about perception can be said to predicated on a narrative operation). Shields 

thus emerges as a radical example of the kind of integrationism described earlier in 

‘Truth and Fiction’. His claims to this effect range from the modest121 to the 

extravagant: “‘Fiction’/‘nonfiction’ is an utterly useless distinction,” he contends at one 

point.122 At another: “There’s no longer any such thing as fiction or nonfiction; there’s 

only narrative. (Is there even narrative?)”123 In rejecting the fictional out of a desire to 

confront the real, then, we in turn confront the fact that reality is itself fictional—or, 

more paradoxically, the fact that “[t]here are no facts, only art”.124 As from novel to 

novel, we turn from artifice to artifice. 

 

 

  Skull-sized kingdoms 

 

It is little wonder, given this apparent epistemological stalemate, that a key thread in 

the later parts of Reality Hunger, as in places throughout Cogntive Fictions, is a 

meditation on solipsism. “Personal lyricism is the outcry of prisoner to prisoner from 

the cell in solitary where each is confined for the duration of his life,” writes 

117 Ibid., p.177. 
118 Ibid., p.66. 
119 Ibid., p.65. 
120 Ibid., p.68. 
121 “The line between fact and fiction is fuzzier than most people find it convenient to admit.” (Ibid., 
p.65.) 
122 Ibid., p.63. 
123 Ibid., p.110. 
124 Ibid., p.204. 
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Shields.125 “We are always only in our own company,” he adds.126 And for good 

measure: “In the end one experiences only oneself.”127 ‘Reality hunger’ perhaps names 

nothing so much as the desire to escape this condition: what David Foster Wallace, a 

writer acutely preoccupied with solipsism as both a technical philosophical problem 

and a cultural condition, referred to as being “lords of our own tiny skull-sized 

kingdoms, alone at the centre of all creation”.128 For Shields, the question of solipsism 

is intimately related to the project of memoir. He asks:  

 

What does it mean to write about yourself? To what degree is this a solipsistic 
enterprise? To what degree are we all solipsists? To what degree can solipsism 
gain access to the world?129 

 

Tabbi—who, as we have seen, describes the enclosure of the individual mind as that 

of an autopoietic system—writes that 

 

consciousness is the locked room that the writer, no less than the reader, 
comes to occupy; for ‘there is no production of thoughts outside of 
consciousness, and consciousness exists if and as long as it is able to 
continuously produce new thoughts that are only its thoughts: a thought 
cannot be exported into another consciousness and cannot be imported from 
outside. It is indissolubly linked to the chain of operations that produced it’. 

125 Ibid., p.179. 
126 Ibid., p.179. 
127 Ibid., p.180. For a philosophical account that considers itself to reconcile the problem of 
solipsism, see Glendinning, On Being With Others. Reviewing Glendinning’s book, Critchley asks if 
we can really “ever be rid of scepticism concerning other minds”: “Perhaps the most curious thing 
about scepticism is that even when it is refuted-and Lord knows that has been often enough in the 
history of philosophy-it always seems to return, like Banquo's ghost to spoil the banquet. When 
Descartes in the Meditations looks out of his window and imagines that he sees only automata and 
mere machines of men, then we can say both, with Heidegger, that he is experiencing persons in the 
derivative mode of the present-at-hand, but also that there is a truth to this experience, namely that 
there is something ineluctable or irresistible about the present-at-hand, about looking at things from 
a kind of Martian perspective. Is this simply a human weakness buttressed by the modern 
philosophical tradition, or might not the temptation to scepticism express something deeper about 
our experience of others? I would wager on the latter and claim that there is, if you like, a practical 
scepticism concerning others to which we are all subject. For example, when I look into another's, 
eyes in a certain light, then I don't just see their distress, sympathy, boredom or excitement. I am 
sometimes drawn to the thought that there is something uncanny about them, something thing-like 
and not person-like. In certain experiences, persons can become suddenly extremely strange to us, 
and it is in this mood that sceptical doubts can take root.” (Critchley, S., ‘On Being With Others by 
Simon Glendinning’, Mind, vol. 109., no. 434., April 2000, p.365.) Critchley hints, quite rightly I 
think, at the potential ethical significance of such uncanny moments: “A Wittgensteinian might say 
that such experiences only arise when language goes on holiday, to which I respond that going on 
holiday is also a quite everyday event and perhaps no bad thing.” (Ibid., p.366.) 
128 Wallace, D.F., This is Water, New York: Little Brown, 2009, p.117.  
129 Tabbi, op. cit., p.153. 



 283 

That describes why one can never ‘enter the head’ of another individual and 
can never know that individual’s thoughts as such.130 

 

 “‘Look! If you could have seen what I saw there,’ the dying exclamation of 

Broch’s Sleepwalker, is every author’s implicit plea to every reader,” writes Tabbi. As 

noted above, Tabbi proposes a solution from systems theory: while it is “impossible to 

see through another person’s eyes or to think another person’s thoughts”, he writes, 

what we can do is “coordinate our thoughts with those of someone else”.131 

Independent systems (in this case minds) can thus approach a kind of mutual 

coherence, that is, not by transmission, but by self-interrogation: “[T]o observe what 

another writer has been able to hold in thought,” writes Tabbi, “is to begin to know 

one’s own mind and to locate oneself within the field of operations, quotations, blind 

spots, and occasional correlated perceptions that can be said to produce a living 

tradition.”132 Such self-interrogation would appear to describe the eventuation of new 

knowledge—knowledge, as it were, of the ‘outside’—as a matter not of escape from 

the system, but of the inscription within the system of a new distinction, one that 

displaces the field it enters—as knowledge, that is, of the ‘inside’. Borrowing terms 

from Luhmann, Tabbi describes this as a matter of a system re-entering and thus 

expanding and differentiating or complicating itself: “Because of the impossibility of 

one’s mind entering the mind of another, the correlation [between minds] is 

accomplished by a jump between levels within a single mind; that is, the jump from 

first- to second-order observation as worldly categories find answering structures in 

the text.”133  

 Such an autopoetic description of thought also jells quite readily with Iser’s 

notion that the fictionalising acts of literary reading involve “thinking alien 

thoughts”.134 Such thoughts are always, in the end, one’s own; yet they arise through 

encounters with texts that depragmatise and repurpose, and so intervene in, the 

existing fictional structures that, for Iser, constitute the experience of reality—

novelties that would not otherwise be derived from such structures despite their 

130 Ibid., p.92. Tabbi is quoting from Esposito, E., ‘Observing Interpretation: A Sociological View of 
Hermeneutics’, MLN, vol. 111, no. 3, 1996, pp.593-619. There is probably a distinction to be drawn 
here between the problem of solipsism and the problem of other minds. 
131 Ibid. 
132 Ibid., p.xxvi. 
133 Tabbi, op. cit., p.84. 
134 Iser, The Act of Reading, p.155. 
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latency therein. Iser’s description of the centrality of authorial processes of selection 

and combination find matching arguments in numerous of Shields’s claims to the 

effect that “[e]verything is always already invented; we merely articulate, arrange”.135 

Such arrangements, avers Iser, are the means by which literary works generate new 

possibilities, possibilities implicit but unrealised in the actual or empirical present (the 

known), and thus make Probierbewegungen, testing movements, into the unknown. 

Such claims, as we saw in our earlier discussion of Iser, complicate the Romantic 

conception of the author qua genius: acts of literature take on an interventionist cast, 

rather than that of a creation ex nihilo, yet still depend to a large extent upon the 

‘originality’ of self-consciousness (an originality that is, in a strict sense, nothing at all: 

a negative of differential capacity, rather than a positive quantity, and certainly not 

something given in advance136); similarly, they are less a matter of the expression of 

individual subjectivity and more, in an Adornoian sense, an attempt to suggest the 

possibility of what lies beyond it—though only the possibility: literary acts are literary 

acts, as Attridge suggests in his introduction to Derrida’s Acts of Literature.137 

 Indeed we might add that the question of solipsism is also, albeit in a 

somewhat different theoretical vocabulary, a question at the heart of Adorno’s critical 

project. Negative Dialectics, recall, announces the ambition “by critical self-reflection to 

give the Copernican revolution an axial turn”138: a turn, as I explained earlier in this 

dissertation, toward the object of cognition. As I emphasised in my discussion of his 

view of aesthetic experience, Adorno considers this a matter of what we might here 

call fictionality: if it is ever as if one can gain access to the ‘thing itself ’, it is by only 

critical self-reflection; that is, by knowledge of what one does when one knows, by 

recognising, if only ever belatedly, the machinations of identity thinking. Adorno’s 

notion of second reflection bears a deep similarity to Tabbi’s second-order 

observation. This is why Adorno characterises such negative dialectical thinking as the 

use the power of the subject to break through constitutive subjectivity. To repeat a 

135 Tabbi, op. cit., p.68. 
136 In a Hegelian turn, Tabbi writes: “Cognition is not only distributed, but differential. Neither 
mental nor physical, neither inward nor outward in its disposition, though in its absoluteness is in 
fact absolutely divided within itself, all the way down.” (Ibid, p.110)  
137 See Derrida, ‘“This Strange Institution Called Literature”: An Interview with Jacques Derrida’: 
“Literary texts, one might say, are acts of writing that call forth acts of reading: though in saying 
this, it is important to remain aware of the polysemy of the term act: as both ‘serious’ performance 
and ‘staged’ performance, as a ‘proper’ doing and an improper or temporary one, as an action, a law 
governing actions, and a record documenting actions.” (p.2) 
138 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p.xx. 
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passage cited earlier: “[w]ith human means art wants to realise the language of what 

is not human”.139 In that case, the solipsistic moment of integrationism amounts, to 

borrow Tabbi’s words, not to “a denial of realism in literature and philosophy, but its 

reconceptualisation”.140 “The realism of cognitive fictions, writes Tabbi, is “of a piece 

with the illusory nature of cognition.”141 Or, as Shields puts it, in a different register: 

“What I’m striving for is authenticity; none of it is real.”142 Striving for authenticity, we 

might add as an aside, as the case of the Jena Romantics makes clear, is not being 

authentic. 

 It is worth noting, apropos of these last comments, that Shields, much like 

Adorno, appears to see these epistemological problems as imbricated with ethical 

ones: at one point, he equates the claim that “there is no objective world beyond our 

individual capacity to comprehend it” with the claim that there is “nothing outside of 

ourselves to let us off the hook for our personal failures”.143 Indeed, it is perhaps the 

ethical charge to the epistemological issue, one that suggests an escape from the 

implication of nihilism in solipsism, that motivates what would otherwise be a 

concern difficult to justify: “I’m interested in the generic edge,” Shields writes, “the 

boundary between what are roughly called nonfiction and fiction.”144 It is in this 

boundary itself, itself perforce fictional, that there flickers the possibility of something 

other than fictionality, or murmurs something other than an echo of one’s own 

voice.145 In a statement that recalls our earlier discussion of ekstasis, Shields claims 

that the writer “must lose himself in order to find himself”.146 “Literary intensity,” he 

rightly claims, “is inseparable from self-indulgence and self-exposure.”147 

 It is perhaps unsurprising, in this light, that Shields proposes to conceive of 

memoir not as the passive viewing of a ‘mental movie’ but, instead, as an active mode 

of thought that recalls Iser’s description of ideation. This conception is implicit, 

139 Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, p.100. 
140 Tabbi, op. cit., p.xxvi. 
141 Ibid., p.137. 
142 Ibid., p.66. On the question of the contest between authenticity and veracity in nonfiction, see 
D’Agata, J., ‘Mer-mer: An Essay about How I Wish We Wrote Nonfictions’, Truth in Nonfiction: Essays, 
ed. D. Lazar, Iowa: University of Iowa Press, 2008, pp.66-76. 
143 Shields, op. cit., p.179. 
144 Ibid., p.65. 
145 The word ‘murmur’ here is not only rich in connotations: what is murmured straddles foreground 
and background; what is murmured is rumour that might lead to rebellion; ‘murmur’ is also 
fortuitously homonymous with certain of the etymological roots of ‘memoir’, as cited from Shields 
below. 
146 Shields, op. cit., p.179. 
147 Ibid., p.185. 
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Shields claims, in the deep etymological roots of the term: 

 

In English, the term memoir comes directly from the French for memory, 
memoire, a word that is derived from the Latin for the same, memoria. Any yet 
more deeply rooted in the word memoir is a far less confident one. Embedded 
in Latin’s memoir is the Ancient Greek mérmeros, an offshoot of the Avestic 
Persian mermara, itself a derivative of the Indo-European for that which we 
think about but cannot grasp: mer-mer, ‘to vividly wonder’, ‘to be anxious’, ‘to 
exhaustively ponder’. In this darker light of human language, the term 
suggests a literary form that is much less confident than today’s novelistic 
memoir, with its effortlessly relayed experiences.148 

 

Memoir becomes thought’s anxious reflection upon, and intervention in, its own 

operations. Such is an intervention in more than subjective understanding (or, rather, 

subjective understanding is, on this view, more than merely subjective): to the extent 

that the actual is, as Iser and Shields both suggest, a tissue of organising fictions that 

are brought to bear on it, and that these derive from past experience (we might 

describe them as generic), a reorganisation of these subjective schemata amounts to a 

reorganisation of the objective reality that they constitute.  

 As much is implied by the way practice and theory are mutually implicated in 

Shields’s discussion of memoir. Memoir, argues Shields, is “neither testament nor fable 

nor analytic transcription”, but rather “a work of sustained narrative prose controlled 

by an idea of the self under obligation to lift from the raw material of life a tale that 

will shape experience, transform the event, deliver wisdom”.149 The truth content of 

memoir, properly conceived, is therefore not referential (or even a matter of 

verisimilitude), but cognitive: “Truth in a memoir is achieved not through a recital of 

actual events,” writes Shields; “it’s achieved when the reader comes to believe that the 

writer is working hard to engage with the experience at hand. What happened to the 

writer isn’t what matters; what matters is the larger sense that the writer is able to 

make of what happened.”150 Memoir—at least when “ambitious”—is, for Shields, “the 

story of consciousness contending with experience”.151 Given the resolutely 

integrationist worldview to which he cleaves, it is clearly this cognitive aspiration of 

ambitious memoir, above and beyond the strict question of its referential status, that 

148 Ibid., pp.40-41. 
149 Ibid., pp.41-42. 
150 Ibid., p.42. 
151 Ibid., p.38. 
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makes it “belong to the category of literature, not journalism”152: memoir is literature 

to the extent that it thinks. 

As we have seen, such a notion of memoir as a modality of critical thought is 

deeply connected to the concept of the essay as a self-reflexive practice of writing: if 

we can speak less jarringly of the essayistic memoir than of the memoiristic essay, it is 

in part because the essay since Montaigne has always been memoir’s second-order 

observation. This explains Shields’s seamless movement from the advocacy of one to 

that of the other: the memoir at its most literary is already a kind of essay. In many 

more of its particulars, Shields’s discussion of the essay as form overlaps with that I 

conducted earlier with reference to Obaldia, Adorno, Musil, Retallack and others. This 

is no coincidence: many of these authors are among Shields’s own guiding stars—

though he has others: Ralph Waldo Emerson, Virginia Woolf, D’Agata and Coetzee to 

name a few.153 

 One thing that makes Shields’s account of the form stand out, perhaps, is its 

insistence on a particular variant that he, following D’Agata, calls the lyric essay. 

Rather than engaging in a comparison of his view with those that I outlined earlier, it 

is perhaps sufficient to simply quote at length one of his most indicative passages: 

 

The lyric essay doesn’t expound, is suggestive rather than exhaustive, depends 
on gaps, may merely mention. It might move by association, leaping from one 
path of thought to another by way of imagery or connotation, advancing by 
juxtaposition or sidewinding poetic logic. It often accretes by fragments, 
taking shape mosaically, its import visible only when one stands back and sees 
it whole. It partakes of the poems in its density and shapeliness, its distillation 
of ideas and musicality of language, and partakes of the essay in its weight, its 
overt desire to engage with facts, melding its allegiance to the actual with its 
passion for imaginative form. It gives primacy to artfulness over the conveying 
of information, forsaking narrative line, discursiveness, and the art of 
persuasion in favour of idiosyncratic meditation. Generally, it’s short, concise, 
and punchy, like a prose poem. It may, though, meander, making use of other 
genres when they serve its purpose, sampling the techniques of fiction, drama, 
journalism, song, and film. The stories it tells may be no more than 
metaphors. Or, storyless, it may spiral in on itself, circling the core of a single 
image or idea, without climax, without paraphrasable theme. It stalks its 
subject but isn’t content to merely explain or confess. Loyal to that original 
sense of ‘essay’ as a test or a quest, an attempt at making sense, the lyric essay 

152 Ibid. 
153 The status of Shields’s many intertexts is discussed below. 
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sets off on an uncharted course through interlocking webs of idea, 
circumstance, and language—a pursuit with no foreknown conclusion, an 
arrival that might still leave the writer questioning. While it’s ruminative, it 
leaves pieces of experience undigested and tacit, inviting the reader’s 
participatory interpretation. Its voice, spoken from a privacy that we overhear 
and enter, has the intimacy we’ve come to expect in the personal essay, yet in 
the lyric essay the voice is often more reticent, almost coy, aware of the 
compliment it pays the reader by dint of understatement. Perhaps we’re drawn 
to the lyric now because it seems less possible and rewarding to approach the 
world through the front door, through the myth of objectivity. Similitude often 
seems more revealing than verisimilitude. We turn to the writer to reconcoct 
meaning from the bombardments of experience: to shock, thrill, still the 
racket, and tether our attention.154 

 

 

  A modal mode 

 

Of course, the matter of this significant overlap, whereby the lyric essay appears to be 

simply the essay as such, raises the question of what exactly is being emphasised by 

the adjectival qualification of ‘lyric’. On the one hand, this would seem akin to 

Obaldia’s deliberately absurd formulation of the ‘essayistic essay’, since it appears to 

point up the literariness of what is already of note by dint of its literariness: the essay 

has here been imported, after all, as a literary mode of memoir. On the other hand, 

however, the convergence of the essay, at its most essayistic, with the condition of 

poetry moves the question of epistemic status in an interesting direction. Let us note 

here two important, interconnected ideas that arise in relation to modalising the essay 

as poem.155 

 First, it leads again to compositional questions whereby formal or stylistic 

decisions appear to converge with epistemic ones: “What happens,” asks Shields, 

“when an essayist starts imagining things, making things up, filling in blank spaces, or 

leaving the blanks blank?156 What happens when statistics, reportage, and observation 

154 Ibid., pp.130-131. 
155 For an exploration of the preposition ‘as’ in relation to the essay, see Lorange, A., ‘The essay as’, 
TEXT, Special Issue No.5: The Art of the Road, April, 2009, 
http://www.textjournal.com.au/speciss/issue5/lorange.htm, last viewed February 1, 2018. 
156 Iser theorises the function of gaps in literary works extensively—see, for example, Prospecting, 
pp.3-41. For Iser, the gap is essential to the imaginative thinking of the work: “The blank in the 
fictional text appears to be a paradigmatic structure; its function consists in initiating structured 
operations in the reader, the execution of which transmits the reciprocal interaction of textual 
positions into consciousness. The shifting blank is responsible for a sequence of colliding images, 
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in an essay are abandoned for image, emotion, expressive transformation?”157 This 

opens onto a proposal for precisely the kind of collage-based aesthetic described by 

Tabbi as the most compelling contemporary trajectory of the novel.158 Shields gives 

the following accounts of his own discovery of collage-writing: 

 

For quite a while I wrote in a fairly traditional manner—two linear, realistic 
novels and dozens of conventionally plotted stories. I’m not a big believer in 
major epiphanies, especially those that occur in the shower, but I had one 
nearly twenty years ago, and it occurred in the shower: I had the sudden 
intuition that I could take various fragments of things—aborted stories, 
outtakes from novels, journal entries, lit crit—and build a story out of them. I 
really had no idea what the story would be about; I just knew I needed to see 
what it would look like to set certain shards in juxtaposition to other shards. 
Now I have trouble working any other way, but I can’t emphasise enough how 
strange it felt at the time, working in this modal mode. The initial hurdle (and 
much the most important one) was being willing to follow this inchoate 
intuition, yield to the prompting, not fight it off, not retreat to SOP. I thought 
the story probably had something to do with obsession; I wonder where I got 
that idea—rummaging through boxes of old papers, riffling through drawers 
and computer files, crawling around on my hands and knees on the living 
room floor, looking for bits and pieces I thought might cohere. Scissoring and 
taping together paragraphs from previous projects, moving them around in 
endless combinations, completely rewriting some sections, jettisoning others, I 
found a clipped, hard-bitten tone entering the pieces. My work had never 
been sweet, but this seemed harsher, sharper, even a little hysterical. That 
tone is, in a sense, the plot of the story. I thought I was writing a story about 
obsession. I was really writing a story about the hell of obsessive ego. It was 
exciting to see how part of something I had originally written as an exegesis of 

which condition each other in the time flow of reading. The discarded image imprints itself on its 
successor, even though the latter is meant to resolve the deficiencies of the former. In this respect the 
images hang together in a sequence, and it is by this sequence that the meaning of the text comes 
alive in the reader’s imagination.” (p.40) Iser’s notion of the gap is informed by Ingarden’s notion of 
“places of indeterminacy”: “In contrast to its concretisations, the literary work itself is a schematic 
formation. That is: several of its strata, especially the stratum of portrayed objectivities and the 
stratum of aspects, contain ‘places of indeterminacy’. These are partially removed in the 
concretisations. […] The places of indeterminacy are removed in the individual concretisations in 
such a way that a more or less close determination takes their place and, so to speak, ‘fills them out’. 
This ‘filling out’ is, however, not determined by the determinate features of the object and can thus 
vary greatly with different concretisations.” (Ingarden, The Cognition of the Literary Work of Art, 
pp.13-14.) 
157 Shields, op. cit., p.27. 
158 We might add, given the above note about his theorisation of the gap, that this is also the 
direction in which Iser sees the novel itself moving: such are certainly the terms, for example, within 
which he considers James Joyce’s Ulysses, where the “implicit denial of any hierarchy among the 
vantage points set out…[makes] the reading process…a ceaseless variety of attempts to mediate 
between discontinuous situations” (Iser, Prospecting, p.138). See ibid., pp.131-139. 
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Joyce’s ‘The Dead’ could now be turned sideways and used as the final, 
bruising insight into someone’s psyche. All literary possibilities opened up for 
me with this story. The way my mind thinks—everything is connected to 
everything else—suddenly seemed transportable into my writing. I could play 
all the roles I want to play (reporter, fantasist, autobiographer, essayist, 
critic).159 

 

Markson, meanwhile, is considered exemplary of this approach by Tabbi and Shields 

alike, in particular in his (formally and thematically) linked books Wittgenstein’s 

Mistress, This is Not a Novel, and Reader’s Block: books that progress primarily through 

the accumulation of citations and are organised in a highly fragmented manner on the 

page,160 deploying the kinds of “disjunctive and associative structure” that Obaldia 

sees as linking poetry to “the essayist’s spontaneous thought-process”.161  

 No less, however, might we consider Wittgenstein’s own work—one direct 

point of inspiration for Markson—exemplary of this collage-based approach.162 

Indeed, the possible lack of distinction between Wittgenstein’s own working 

journals—the Blue and Brown Books, for example—and his ‘finished’ works was one 

of which he was quite aware. Here he is, prefacing the Philosophical Investigations: 

 

I have written down all these thoughts as remarks, short paragraphs, of which 
there is sometimes a fairly long chain about the same subject, while I 
sometimes make a sudden change, jumping from one topic to another. —It 

159 Shields, op. cit., p.173. 
160 “Nonlinear. Discontinuous. Collage-like. An assemblage.” (Markson, D., Reader’s Block, Illinois: 
Dalkey Archive Press, 1996, p.140) These words, from Markson’s Reader’s Block, are frequently taken 
up by critics as a self-description of these works.  
161 Obaldia, op. cit., pp.34-35. 
162 Two useful examinations of Wittgenstein’s collage writing practice are Cavell, S., ‘The 
Investigations’ everyday aesthetics of itself’, The Literary Wittgenstein, eds. J. Gibson & W. Huemer, 
London: Routledge, 2004, pp.21-33 and Perloff, M., ‘“But isn’t the same at least the same?”: 
Wittgenstein and the question of poetic translatability’, The Literary Wittgenstein, eds. J. Gibson & W. 
Huemer, London: Routledge, 2004, pp.34-54. Both address Wittgenstein’s famous jotting that “[o]ne 
should really only do philosophy as poetry” (Wittgenstein cited in ibid., p.38). Perloff points out that 
Wittgenstein uses the word ‘Dichtung’, noting that this word “also refers to fictionality, as in Goethe’s 
title Dichtung und Wahrheit, where Dichtung (‘Fiction’) is opposed to ‘Truth’”; Wittgenstein thus 
appears to be suggesting that “philosophy, traditionally the search for truth, [should] be presented 
as poetic fiction” (ibid.). She also discusses that way that Wittgenstein’s collage practice opens up 
the published corpus of philosophical reflections to potentially include his diaries and notes “Some 
of these notes are autobiographical,” writes G.H. von Wright in his introduction to Wittgenstein’s 
Culture and Value, “some are about the nature of philosophical activity, and some concern subjects 
of a general sort, such as questions about art or about religion. It is not always possible to separate 
them sharply from the philosophical text.” (Wright cited in ibid., p.41) Interestingly, Wittgenstein 
goes on, after noting that he wishes he could do philosophy as poetry, to say: “I have also revealed 
myself to be someone who cannot quite do what he wishes he could do.” (Wittgenstein cited in ibid., 
p.38) 
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was my intention at first to bring all this together in a book whose form I 
pictured differently at different times. But the essential thing was that the 
thoughts should proceed from one subject to another in a natural order and 
without breaks. 
 After several unsuccessful attempts to weld my results together into such 
a whole, I realised that I should never succeed. The best that I could write 
would never be more than philosophical remarks; my thoughts were soon 
crippled if I tried to force them on in any single direction against their natural 
inclination. —And this was, of course, connected with the very nature of the 
investigation. For this compels us to travel over a wide field of thought criss-
cross in every direction.— The philosophical remarks in this book are, as it 
were, a number of sketches of landscapes which were made in the course of 
these long and involved journeyings.163 

 

At first appearing to offer an apology for having failed to arrive at the moment of 

stylistic and cognitive synthesis one might reasonably expect from a work of 

philosophy, Wittgenstein turns to insist that his fragmentary approach embodies a 

more truthful approach to the material than would a seemingly transparent and 

completist one. To reconcile these fragments into a such a whole would, in fact, be 

false, a distortion of ‘the very nature of the investigation’.  

 We might question at some length the function of this preamble. In a sense, it 

might be seen as a narrative that casts what follows as a kind of novel, a record of 

‘journeyings’.164 As a recollection of the journeyings of the historical Wittgenstein 

himself, however, such a record would also be in a sense describable under the 

category of memoir.165 Yet under the aspect of the essay, too, the journey of thought is 

163 Wittgenstein, L., Philosophical Investigations, trans. G.E.M. Anscombe, P.M.S. Hacker & J. Schulte, 
Blackwell, West Sussex: Blackwell, 2009, p.3. 
164 Ercolino attributes a similar, although in a sense reverse, function to the brief ‘Notice’ at the 
beginning of Joris-Karl Huysmans’s Against Nature, which he posits as the point of “morphological 
changeover” (Ercolino, op. cit., p.42) in which the naturalist novel gives way to the novel-essay: 
“After completing his studies, attending all social environments, and exhausting all experiences, [the 
protagonist] des Esseintes closes himself up in his retreat at Fontenay. After: Huysmans inserted a 
few pages at the beginning of Against Nature, to inform the reader about the narration’s antecedents, 
but they say much more about the morphology of the novel and the literary representation of 
modernity.” (Ibid., p.36) In what follows, “nothing happens” (ibid.) except for the essayistic 
reflections of des Esseintes, which we experience in a “frozen” (ibid.) narrative time. 
165 This is not, of course, to say that the Philosophical Investigations somehow ‘directly’ records 
Wittgenstein’s passing thoughts. Commenting on this relationship between thought and writing, 
Coetzee writes: “Proust is dead. Even if he were alive it would be unlikely that he would be prepared 
to tell us what ‘the movements of his soul’ were when he composed his fiction. Even if he were 
prepared we would have no means of verifying his account, which would merely be another fiction. 
We would have no means of verifying it because, for the moment at least, our only approach to the 
preverbal mental activity that results in language is through that language itself. In this situation we 
can choose either to ignore thought and speak only of language, or to regard language as the graph 
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one taken not ‘out there’ in the world, but instead in the space of thought—or perhaps 

in a movement that dereifies this boundary: the world without as internal, the world 

within as external.166 If it is memoir, of course, it is memoir on the model of the 

journal or Tagebuch. This would be consistent with the notion of essayistic memoir per 

Shields and novelistic memoir per Tabbi: “Life,” as both Tabbi and Shields find 

occasion to quote Emerson putting it, “consists in what a man is thinking of all day.”167 

While unwilling to concede that it is merely literature, the Philosophical Investigations 

is self-conscious—in the essayistic terms outlined by Dillon—as both an attempt and a 

failure, as a trying and a giving up, and so as stopping short of philosophy or, as it 

were, as philosophy spoken with a stutter, philosophy murmured.168 At minimum, the 

text appears to suspend and to prompt the question of its generic status, its referential 

felicity, and its disciplinary belonging. Whichever categories we finally use to 

categorise the text, however, we are given neither a ‘complete’ argument nor a 

‘finished’ story; instead, we are offered an ensemble of traces, sketches, notes, and 

citations—never the appearance of a ‘natural order without breaks’. 

 In attending to this ensemble—the same material ensemble that Wittgenstein 

has himself looked at and been unable to reconcile into either textual whole or 

coherent idea, whose identity, in short, has eluded him—the reader is invited less to 

hear a journey or an argument recounted (in the past tense, as it were, or with the 

authority proper to a set of truth claims made in the hindsight of thinking done and 

dusted) than to make his own journeyings across the same ‘landscape’: “I should not 

like my writing to spare other people the trouble of thinking,” writes Wittgenstein. 

“But, if possible, to stimulate someone to thoughts of his own.”169  

 We might say that it is deliberately not yet a work; that it unworks itself and 

of thought.” (Coetzee, J.M., The English Fiction of Samuel Beckett: An Essay in Stylistic Analysis, 
unpublished doctoral dissertation, Austin: University of Texas, unpublished doctoral dissertation, 
1969, pp.87-88) 
166 For a discussion of Wittgenstein’s complex views on the notion of the ‘external world’, see 
Eagleton, T., ‘Self-undoing Subjects’, Rewriting the Self: Histories from the Renaissance to the Present, 
ed. R. Porter, London: Routledge, 2002, pp.262-269. 
167 R.W. Emerson cited in Shields, op. cit., p.143 and in Tabbi, op. cit., p.72. The original quote can 
be found in Emerson, R.W., The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson: Natural history of intellect 
and other papers, Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1904, p.10. 
168 On the relation of modernist writing practices to the stutter, see Bernstein, J.M., ‘Melancholy as 
form: towards an archaeology of modernism’, The New Aestheticism, trans. J.J. Joughlin & S. Malpas, 
Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003, pp.167-192. Bernstein specifically connects the 
stuttering of modernism to the failure of Bildung and the “semblance of wholeness” (p.167) that 
follows it. 
169 Wittgenstein, op. cit., p.x. 
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thus offers work to the reader. Its truth lies not in a world it represents, but in a future 

it potentiates. This sense of the author ‘reaching out of text toward reader’, proposing 

a kind of collaboration, is what leads Retallack to suggest a deep connection between 

Wittgenstein and Montaigne.170 That it successfully enlists its reader in this shared 

project of thought is, we might say, the function of its incomplete character: its 

position astride the categories of literature and philosophy, novel and treatise, story 

and system; a function of its being both before these pairings and after. Reading this 

textual collage, we are confronted by the same gaps and aporiae as was Wittgenstein 

himself in the process of composing it. As we have seen, Iser suggests that acts of 

literary ideation are intimately linked to the presence of gaps or indeterminacies 

within textual structures: we think through gaps. In moving toward a writing that 

may not be a work, but that works as much through the spaces between its claims and 

gestures as through the claims and gestures themselves—or, if you prefer, that 

introduces breaks and gaps into its repertoire of claims and gestures—that is, through 

its suggestive absences as much as its declared presences, through its avowed 

partiality and provisionality, philosophy moves in the same direction as does modern 

literature. Such works frequently become, in Tabbi’s terms, “allegories of reading that 

(like electronic texts whose links are reader controlled) radically blur the distinction 

between reading and writing even as the author, through generous quotation, locates 

the work within an environment of works”.171 Here, Shields is in agreement with 

Tabbi: “In collage, writing is stripped of the pretence of originality and appears as a 

practice of mediation, of selection and contextualisation, a practice, almost, of 

reading.”172 

 This leads to my second point regarding the lyric modalisation of the essay. If 

the collage-style writing practice described by Shields sees writing collapse into, and 

extend from, a kind of reading, we might furthermore describe such reading as also 

being undertaken in a ‘modal mode’—one in which the distinctions normally applied 

to both fictional and nonfictional genres are placed in abeyance. It is this bracketing 

of the referential status of the text—a move that places the emphasis, as Iser would 

have it, on its effects rather than its meaning, and leading us first in the direction of 

an erotics or energetics, rather than a hermeneutics173—that the notion of the lyric 

170 Retallack, op. cit., p.49. 
171 Tabbi, op. cit., p.83. 
172 Shields, op. cit., p.120. 
173 Iser, op. cit., p.3. 
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introduces here. As Shields rightly points out:  

 

When a lyric poet uses, characteristically, the first-person voice, we don’t say 
accusingly, But did this really happen the way you say it did? We accept the 
honest and probably inevitable mixture of mind and spirit. The reason we 
don’t interrogate poetry as we do memoir is that we have a long and pretty 
sophisticated history of how to read the poetic voice. We accept that its task is 
to find emotional truth within experience, so we aren’t all worked up about 
the literal.174 

 

 Since we “don’t yet have that history or tradition”175 with the kinds of writing 

we tend to group together under the banner ‘nonfiction’, Shields goes on to suggest, 

we tend to receive them in highly reductive terms. What the emphasis on the lyric 

does is press the “need to see the genre in poetic terms”,176 rather than through the 

segregationist prism I explored earlier with regard to figures like Russell, Searle, and 

Frege. The segregationist perspective, with its emphasis on reference and the axiom of 

existence, as we have seen Pavel suggest, has been generalised to all epistemic 

domains because of its enormous success in a few—primarily, the physical sciences. 

However, its ontology should not automatically be considered the most appropriate 

everywhere it can be applied.177 Shields, like Pavel, suggests that the literary is 

perhaps the epitome of such domains. The lyric essay, avers Shields, not an attempt at 

the literal “summing up of life”,178 but rather a manner of holding it in a particular 

mode of thought.  

 Following Iser, we have already offered an account of such a mode of thought, 

but it is perhaps worth briefly reiterating some of its central claims: that literary 

reading involves the bringing to bear of a repertoire of existing cognitive and 

perceptual structures upon a differentiated structure that then reorganises them; that 

this process involves a kind of potentiation that cuts across language, perception and 

cognition; that this process prompts an ambiguously active-passive mode of ideation, 

one in which newness emerges out of the materials of ‘old’ thought, the possibilisation 

of the real potentiating the realisation of the possible; that in keeping with the 

174 Shields, op. cit., p.134. 
175 Ibid. 
176 Ibid. 
177 Of course, one might argue that ‘ontology’ at this point ceases to be ontology in any 
straightforward sense. 
178 Ibid. 
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temporal unfolding of reading experience, however, this process of ideation is one 

characterised by being open and ongoing rather than teleological or directly practical, 

and that the integration of its ‘outcomes’—namely, the tensions the work produces via 

its dissonant relation to the ‘real’—involves not simply the cessation of reading, but its 

continuation into acts of cognitive reinscription that are potentially quite dispersed 

and protracted in nature, taking place at the level of cognitive experience by, among 

other things, simply making the structures of everyday experience available as such. At 

one point Shields speculates: “Maybe the essay is just a conditional form of 

literature—less a genre in its own right than an attitude that’s assumed amid another 

genre, or the means by which genres speak to one another.”179 

 

 

  This sentence is a lie 

 

The question arises here whether Reality Hunger is a critical work in agreement with 

cases like Tabbi’s and Kundera’s or an example of the type of literary artwork they call 

for—or, indeed, whether there can finally be any firm distinction between the two.180 

It is this ambiguity, this neither-nor, that I suspect the work is designed to suggest. 

What I have so far suppressed to a great extent in my discussion of this work is its* 

179 Ibid., p.139. 
180 Zadie Smith’s review essay is an especially good example of the confusion that characterised 
Reality Hunger’s reception, and so is worth lingering over for a moment. It expresses both 
enthusiasm for, and umbrage at, the book. Primarily, Smith focusses on what she takes to be a fairly 
straightforward insistence on the essay’s importance over against that of the novel. Shields, she 
writes, “argues passionately for the superiority of the messy real—of what we might call 
‘truthiness’—over the careful creations of novelists, and other artists, who work with artificial and 
imagined narratives”. For Shields, “what is tentative, unmade and unpolished in the essay form that 
is important. He finds the crafted novel, with its neat design and completist attitude, to be a dull and 
generic thing, too artificial to deal effectively with what is already an ‘unbearably artificial world’.” 
Noting that Shields himself employs the ‘messy’, imperfect, incomplete aesthetic—a “bricolage”, she 
calls it—that he champions, Smith concedes that “result is thrilling to read, even if you disagree with 
much of it, as I do”. However, she objcets to his characterisation of the novel. She writes: “even the 
most conventional account of our literary ‘canon’ reveals the history of the novel to be 
simultaneously a history of nonconformity. For as readers we have loved and celebrated not some 
hazy general idea of the novel but rather the peculiar works of individual imaginations. Even in 
those familiar lists of ‘great novels’, classics of the genre, and so on, it’s hard to find a single ‘well-
made’ novel among them, if by well-made we mean something like ‘evenly shaped, regular, 
predictable and elegantly designed’. Is War and Peace, with its huge tracts of undigested essay, 
absurd plotting and obscene length, a well-made novel? Is The Trial? And those neat Victorian 
novels we’re now expected casually to revile—is it not only from a distance, and in the memory, that 
they look as neat as they do? Which of them is truly ‘well made’? Jane Eyre seemed hysterical and 
lopsided to its earliest readers; we now think of Middlemarch as the ultimate ‘proper’ novel, 
forgetting how eccentric and strange it looked on publication, with its unwieldy and unfeminine 
scientific preoccupations and moral structure borrowed from Spinoza. In our classic novels there 
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own formal inventiveness. Reality Hunger consists of a series of short, numbered* 

always remains something odd, unruly, as distinctly weird as Hardy’s Little Father Time. Novels that 
don’t look like novels? When it comes to the canon—to steal a line from Lorrie Moore—novels like 
that are the only novels here. And though it may well be the case that the pale copies of such books 
to be found in bookshops today are generic and conventional and make the delicate reader 
nauseous, is the fault really to be found with imagined narrative itself? Will the ‘lyrical essay’, as 
Shields calls it, be the answer to the novel’s problems? Is the very idea of plot, character and setting 
in the novel to be abandoned, no longer fit for our new purposes, and all ground ceded to the coolly 
superior, aphoristic essay?” This final question, in which Smith associates the essay with both the 
abandonment of novelistic devices and a certain attitude of “coolness” (in which one hears at once a 
charge of ironising intellectualism and mere fashionability), marks the place where her account 
makes the first of many strange reversals. Insisting that the ‘well-made novel’ is a “Platonic 
bogeyman” that exists “everywhere in an ideal realm but in few spots on this earth”, she proceeds 
with little compunction to produce a matching bogeyman of the essay, drawing on what she 
considers the “more astute” and “far more frank” account of the essay offered by Virgina Woolf: 
“‘There is no room for the impurities of literature in an essay,’ [Woolf] writes. ‘The essay must be 
pure—pure like water or pure like wine, but pure from dullness, deadness, and deposits of 
extraneous matter.’ Well, yes, that’s just it. An essay, she writes, ‘can be polished till every atom of 
its surface shines’– yes, that’s it, again. There is a certain kind of writer—quite often male but by no 
means exclusively so—who has a fundamental hunger for purity, and for perfection, and this type 
will always hold the essay form in high esteem. Because essays hold out the possibility of something 
like perfection.” While there are no doubt good reasons to note such a ‘perfectionist’ strand in the 
history of the essay—Obaldia notes the arguable differences, for example, between the essayistic 
lineages instigated by Montaigne and Bacon—Smith has, as we have seen, just paragraphs earlier 
noted that it is an emphatically imperfectionist conception of the essay that Shields champions—the 
essay that expressly does not eschew “extraneous matter” and is willing to forgo stylistic polish and 
concision in precisely this non-eschewal—and praised him for his own accomplishment in exactly 
those terms. We may notice a certain irony, meanwhile, in producing this pathologisation of the 
essayistic impulse—about which Smith reckons, for reasons she does not specify, it is “difficult to be 
honest”—in an essay, and in fact a somewhat messy essay, that invokes the evidenced furnished by 
yet another essay to support the claim. In the case she is attempting to establish, however, it is 
novels that are “idiosyncratic, uneven, embarrassing, and quite frequently nausea-inducing—
especially if you happen to have written one yourself”, while “[w]ithin the confines of an essay or—
even better!—an aphorism, you can be the writer you dream of being. No word out of place, no tell-
tale weak spots (dialogue, the convincing representation of other people, plot), no absences, no 
lack”. “I think it’s the limits of the essay, and of the real, that truly attract fiction writers,” Smith 
writes. “In the confined space of an essay you have the possibility of being wise, of making your 
case, of appearing to see deeply into things.” However, much like Shields himself, Smith proceeds 
from here to offer a further distinction: that between a good novel and a bad one. Shields’s disdain 
for the novel, she suggests, makes sense as a response to the latter. “A bad novel is both an aesthetic 
and ethical affront to its readers,” she writes, “because it traduces reality, and does indeed make you 
hunger for a kind of writing that seems to speak truth directly.” What exactly she means by a bad 
novel is never made clear: Smith does go as far as naming names. One might reasonably suspect that 
she means—over against the putatively non-existent ‘well-made novel’—an unintentionally poorly-
made one: she offers us, that is to say, her own ‘coolly superior’ assessment of literary quality. Yet 
presumably the category of good novels also includes the kind of innovative novels that, a few 
moments ago, she was implying were simply what novels as such always already are. Bad novels—
those that are, Smith helpfully lets her readers know, an affront to them—are kitsch. And yet we 
find her immediately offering, in exactly the tone and terms employed by Lowry and Abel, a 
condemnation of Coetzee’s innovative recent works. Though she declares Coetzee “one of our finest  
novelists” and notes how, with a “nausea with the novel’s form [that] grows more evident with each 
publication”, he has used “first-person journals, the wholesale importation of the autobiographical, 
philosophical allegory and the novel disguised as public lecture…to circumvent the ‘well-made 
novel’”, she attributes his “later works, the essayistic and self-referential Diary of a Bad Year and 
Summertime”—which she ambivalently describes as “impressive but rather anaemic”—to a process 
of imaginative (if not authorial) calcification, as well as to a condition of snobbery and blockage. 
Smith prefers “[t]he fully imagined artistry of novels such as The Life and Times of Michael K 
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passages, typically, ranging from a few lines to a few pages in length, the shortest just* 

and Disgrace”, which offer their readers “distinct pleasures, not easily dismissed”: that is to say, the 
well-established pleasures of the conventional (potentially bad, kitsch) novel. It is once again the 
notion of the fully imagined, the fully artistically realised work—and not that “embarrassing” or 
“uneven” work which contains, as she earlier suggested, “no tell-tale weak spots, […] no absences, 
no lack”—that Smith prefers. Like Abel and Lowry, Smith also suggests that she considers the essay 
to be coextensive with an attitude of navel-gazing self-concern, if not solipsism, whereas the novel is 
concerned with ‘others’: “When our own imaginations dry up—when, like Coetzee, we seem to have 
retreated, however spectacularly, to a cannibalisation of the autobiographical,” she writes, “it’s easy 
to cease believing in the existence of another kind of writing. But it does exist.” And yet Smith then 
proceeds to make yet another pivot: she insists that the distinction between the modes of truth 
telling embodied in the novel and those embodied in the essay in fact cannot be made along the line 
separating imaginative from unimaginative or the artistic from the non-artistic, the novel from the 
essay—that such distinctions are “ontologically dubious”: When I turned from my own dirty pond 
[the novel] to a clear window [the essay], I can’t say that I felt myself, in essence, being more 
‘truthy’ in essay than I am in fiction. Writing is always a highly stylised and artificial act, and there is 
something distinctly American and puritan about expecting it to be otherwise. I call on Woolf again 
as witness for the defence. ‘Literal truth-telling,’ she writes, ‘is out of place in an essay.’ Yes, that’s it 
again. The literal truth is something you expect, or hope for, in a news article. But an essay is an act 
of imagination, even if it is a piece of memoir. It is, or should be, ‘a form of thinking, consciousness, 
wisdom-seeking’, but it still takes quite as much art as fiction. Good non-fiction is as designed and 
artificial as any fairy story. Oddly, this is a thesis Reality Hunger readily agrees with: in its winding 
way it ends up defining the essay as imaginative at its core, and Shields wants to encourage its 
imaginative qualities – it seems to be only in the novel that the imagination must be condemned. It’s 
a strange argument, but I guess the conventional form so many imaginative novels take has been 
enough to give fictional imagination itself a bad name. In admitting the artificiality of all forms, in 
owning to the mediation of the real in all forms of writing, Smith thus collapses the distinction by 
which she had separated good novels from bad: messy or neat, fictional or not, all writing “traduces 
reality”; all writing, to the extent that it is artificial, occupies a problematic relation to truth. In 
disagreeing with Shields, she agrees with him. In spite of all this, Smith then goes on to confess that 
her recently published book of essays was written out of her own experience of the kind of writer’s 
block she presumes to attribute to Coetzee: “my imagination had run dry, and I couldn’t seem to 
bring myself to write the necessary ‘and then, and then’ which sits at the heart of all imagined 
narratives”. Bizarrely, however, this productive turn to the essay is then credited with a “strange 
circular effect”: “it has been the experience of writing essays that has renewed my enthusiasm for  
the things fiction does that nothing else can”, writes Smith. She reports feeling “humbled and 
excited by the artificial and the fully imagined” works of Kafka, Nabokov, Eliot, and others. She thus 
admits that it is a practice of essayistic writing that has ended her block, but only insofar as it has 
led her to think about “the effect great fiction…always seems to have on [her]”. However, this 
salutary effect of her essayistic engagement with novels immediately becomes something that the 
novels themselves already offered, prior to any essayistic supplement: “I once thought, for example, 
that I didn’t want ever to read another lengthy novel about family life,” she proceeds to say, “and 
then I read The Corrections. That book gave something to me I could never get from an aphoristic 
personal essay about the nature of art (I think that ‘something’ might be ‘a convincing imitation of 
multiple consciousnesses’, otherwise known as ‘other people’). And vice versa.” Once again, in yet 
another reversal, the distinction between the novel and essay, at the very moment of their apparent 
convergence, reasserts itself in strict terms. Smith attempts to end her piece in a spirit of civic 
equanimity, absorbing any unresolved differences in a rather strange proposed compact: “As general 
readers,” Smith concludes, “who thankfully do not have to live within the strict terms of manifestos, 
we are fortunate not to have to choose once and for all between two forms that offer us quite 
different, and equally valuable, experiences of writing.” It is a rapprochement that she negates in the 
following (and final) two paragraphs of the review, cancelling our shared status as general readers 
with reference to her own experience as a particular one: “The last essay in my book considers the 
work of David Foster Wallace, a writer as gifted in fiction as in essay. I can’t offer a better example of 
a writer whose novel-nausea was acutely developed, whose philosophical objections to the form 
were serious and sustained, and yet who had the cojones and the sheer talent to write them 
anyway.” One can think of few more tendentious examples she might have chosen. Wallace’s novels 
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two words long (“Act naturally.”181). These fragmentary groups are gathered under 

‘chapter’ titles reminiscent of those of Montaigne’s Essais, introducing in each case the 

thematic under which the reader is being encouraged to hold together the often quite 

widely ranging snippets that follow: ‘Mimesis’, ‘Reality’, ‘Memory’, ‘Blur’, ‘Now’, 

‘Collage’, ‘Risk’, ‘Thinking’, and so on. There are 26 chapters in total—lettered from ‘A’ 

to ‘Z’—meaning that the book contains two linear orders (the alphabetical and the 

numerical) that equally encourage both sequentiality, in the Iserian sense of a 

wandering viewpoint, and cross-referentiality, in the sense of an encyclopaedia (or, 

perhaps, a dictionary of received ideas): the grounding conventions of the book form. 

 In its discontinuous, fragmentary style, it perhaps recalls nothing so much as 

were notoriously replete with dense essayistic passages, his essays packed with the novelistic 
devices, and perhaps his most famous stylistic trademark was the use of the peritextual device of the 
footnote. Few writers in the past half-century have so palpably rendered the tension, meanwhile, 
between an apparent solipsism of self-referentiality and authorial persona and the claim to produce 
the ‘brain voice’ of an entire generation. (“Brain voice” is a term that Wallace himself used: see 
Lipski, A., Although Of Course You End Up Becoming Yourself: A Road Trip with David Foster Wallace, 
New York: Crown Publishing, 2010, p.275.) Rather than addressing this intense ambiguity in any 
depth, Smith goes on to offer a further modulation of the concept of nausea, perhaps intimating—in 
line with her invocation of ‘cojones’ and ‘sheer talent’—that the essayistic objection to the novel has 
to do with writerly ressentiment, implying that: “Like all great fiction writers [Wallace] is hard for 
other writers to read because his natural ability is so evident it makes you nauseous by turn. But 
that’s fiction for you: it taunts you with the spectre of what you cannot do yourself.” And yet she 
goes on, once more, in the very next sentence to again associate perfectionism with the essay: 
“Meanwhile, the essay teases you with the possibility of perfection, of a known and comprehensible 
task that can be contained and polished till it shines. For the reader who cares above all for 
perfection, there are many sophisticated, beautiful and aphoristic side roads in literature that will 
lead you safely away from the vulgarity of novels with their plots and characters and settings.” Her 
examples are precisely the kinds of works and writers—several of them the works or the writers—
that Tabbi uses to illustrate his essayistic aesthetic and that Shields has drawn on to produce his 
imperfectionist manifesto: “David Markson's Reader’s Block, Peter Handke's The Weight of the World, 
Raymond Queneau's Exercises in Style, Georges Perec's Species of Spaces and Other Pieces and Kafka’s 
own Blue Octavo Notebooks…” The ending of her list in an ellipsis is an interesting moment in the 
review. Should we read it as an indication that the list could go on through a great plenitude of 
further examples? Or instead as a kind of trailing off, in which the author notices, as if from the 
corner of her eye, that she is once again becoming entangled? In closing, Smith offers us another 
magnanimous assurance: “after you have raged at the impossible artificiality of storytelling, once 
you have shouted, with Kafka, ‘But then? No then’, well, maybe you will find yourself returning to 
the crossroads of ‘And then, and then’, if only to see what’s going on down there.’ Because there is a 
still a little magic left in that ancient formula, a little of what Werner Herzog, talking recently of the 
value of fiction, described as ‘ecstatic truth’. And every now and again some very imaginative writer 
is sure to make that ‘And then’ worth your while.” But as we have seen, this assurance follows on the 
heels of the assurance that the essay is itself a work of imagination, that there is no real difference 
between the truth content of either. One could go on documenting the reversals and contradictions 
of Smith’s work here. However, my real intent here is not to show how Smith fails to arrive at a 
conclusion she might or should. Rather, I aim to suggest how her response, against its own 
inclination, is unable to achieve the sharp polemical (or anti-political) conclusion to which it clearly 
aspires. Its truth, that is, inheres not in any argumentative reconciliation, but in its performance of a 
restless groping toward and failure to achieve it. All citations in this note, unless otherwise 
indicated, are Smith, Z., ‘Revenge of the Real’, The Guardian UK, November 21, 2009, p.2 
181 Shields, op. cit., p.47. 
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the writings of the Jena Romantics.182 Its arguments are often at odds with one 

another, even with themselves: “This sentence is a lie,” writes Shields. “Something can 

be true and untrue at the same time.”183 If an argumentative, narrative, or even 

terminological reconciliation is absent from Reality Hunger, it is perhaps less a failure 

of authorship, a symptom of synthetic failure or a lack of rigour with regard to a 

central and monologic thesis, than because these inconsistencies and aporiae belong 

to the phenomena with which it is concerned: if it is an indecisive book, it is perhaps 

because it addresses an as yet irreconcilable confusion, a cultural and epistemic 

condition to which it is subject and that it perforce embodies, even as it attempts to 

step beyond and describe it.  

 As we have seen, ‘reality hunger’ names a condition in which fiction is and is 

not the opposite of nonfiction; reality is and is not fictional; the novel is and is not 

dead; and truth persists as the incoherence and intolerability of its vanishing. I have 

presented Reality Hunger in a way that compresses many of these contradictions and 

so make them seem at once more syllogistic, and less successfully so, than they seem 

in their more dispersed presentation in situ. Nonetheless, judged by the standards of 

the philosophical treatise, Reality Hunger is undoubtedly a failure. Judged by the 

standards of the lyric essay, however, it is a success. To the extent that it is an 

argumentative text, it argues above all with itself. Indeed, rather than positing an 

argument, or taking a position, it is an ongoing exercise in “[n]egative capability”: the 

experience, not of any particular claim, but of the movement from claim to 

counterclaim, from claim to its complication; the experience, thus, “of being in 

uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and 

reason”.184 (“Great art,” writes Shields, “is clear thinking about mixed feelings.”185) Its 

success is very much a matter of the unsettled cognitive process of experiencing it, 

rather than any straightforward sense of comprehension. “Ambitious work,” Shields 

suggests, “doesn’t resolve contradictions in a spurious harmony but instead embodies 

the contradictions, pure and uncompromised, in its innermost structure.”186  

 To the same extent that it wishes to argue this argument about argument, 

however, so too does it wish to sing it, to produce a lively pattern of citations in which 

182 Along with those of Wittgenstein and Markson. 
183 Ibid., p.135. 
184 Ibid., p.136.  
185 Ibid., p.138. 
186 Ibid., p.136. 
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rhythm and aesthetic charge—the charge of memory, at once erotic and elegiac, 

especially the memory of reading—competes for importance with thematic or 

argumentative clarity. By implication, it is in some sense resigned to its own 

argumentative failure—willing, in an essayistic sense, to give up or to simply stop 

when enough has been said. At the same time, this absence of destination in 

argumentative or narrative terms means that, as a ‘work’, it consists less of a complete 

organic whole than of a kind of curatorial space in which things are placed side by 

side, potentiating a mutual modalisation of the fragments. Indeed, as Zadie Smith 

aptly suggests in her response to Shields, “we remain unsure whether the entire 

manifesto is not in effect ‘built’ rather than written, the sum of many broken pieces of 

the real simply shored up and left to vibrate against each other in significant 

arrangement”.187 As such, its arguments are everywhere left ambiguously within a 

kind of modal frame: they function at once as arguments and as ‘arguments’. “I need 

say nothing,” writes Shields in the book’s opening pages, “only exhibit.”188 

 I need say nothing: if Reality Hunger recalls the Athenaeum in its paratactical 

assembly of fragments that sometimes agree with, sometimes contradict, each other, 

and whose significance lies in the performance of their dialogical contrasts, and 

whose ‘outcome’ is deliberately the explicitation of a confusion rather than the 

provision of a solution, it does too in its problematisation of the univocity of 

authorship: Reality Hunger delivers—very nearly—that work once called for by Walter 

Benjamin, composed entirely out of quotations. Readers may well have noticed, in the 

quotations from Reality Hunger above, a number of echoes from elsewhere. Shields 

addresses this penumbral intertextual awareness in an afterword: “This book contains 

hundreds of quotations that go unacknowledged in the body of the text. I’m trying to 

regain a freedom that writers from Montaigne to Burroughs took for granted and that 

we have lost. Your uncertainty about whose words you’ve just read is not a bug but a 

feature.”189 

 Indeed, the book only includes a bibliography, claims Shields, because 

“Random House lawyers determined that it was necessary for me to provide a 

complete list of citations”.190 This certainly recalls a number of statements made by 

Montaigne with regard to his own writing practice and his conception of authorial 

187 Smith, op. cit., p.2. 
188 Shields, op. cit., p.6. 
189 Ibid., p.209. 
190 Ibid. 
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subjectivity. One the one hand, if the author “by his own reasoning…adopts the 

opinions of Xenophon and Plato, they are no longer theirs: they are his. […] Truth 

and reason are common to all: they belong no more to the man who first put them 

into words than to him who last did so”.191 On the other hand, meanwhile, “[w]e are 

entirely made up of bits and pieces, woven together so diversely and so shapelessly 

that each one of them pulls its own way at every moment. […] And there is as much 

difference between us and ourselves as there is between us and other people.”192 “One 

of the tricks in writing a personal essay,” writes Shields in an echo of this position, “is 

that you have to develop a dialogue between the parts of yourself that in a way 

corresponds to the conflict in fiction. You cop to various tendencies, and then you 

struggle with these tendencies.”193 The self-fragmentation that occasions reality 

hunger is one, then, not only of work, but of authorship. The author of Reality Hunger, 

to the extent that he can be recognised as other than a multiplicity, is figured as a 

particular kind of reader: one who would read across, and hold in lyric abeyance the 

distinctions between, philosophy, criticism, literature, art, memoir, history, nonfiction, 

fiction, novel, essay, but also that between himself and other persons, other minds. 

 In relation to the above-mentioned scholarly apparatus, the pages of which 

have a dotted vertical line along their inside margin, Shields even writes: “If you 

would like to restore this book to the form in which I intended it to be read, simply 

grab a sharp pair of scissors or a razor blade or box cutter and remove pages 210-218 

by cutting along the dotted line.”194 This is a striking gesture for a number of reasons: 

just as the curatorial status of Shields’s text makes of the author a kind of active 

reader, so too does it end up suggesting that its reader become an author, practicing 

on the work the same cut-up method by which it was composed; yet at the same time, 

ironically, this act of appropriation is suggested against the backdrop of its own 

impossibility—for this cut is precisely the one that Shields has himself been unable to 

make, the one that conditions all the others, and the excision upon whose 

impossibility ‘Shields’ himself, qua author, is dependent. The impossible authorial 

gesture he recommends thus brings into view the network of property rights on which 

authorship as such is predicated. It expresses the desire for an authorial gesture that 

could end authorship.   

191 Montaigne cited in Obaldia, op. cit., p.85. 
192 Montaigne cited in ibid., p.71. 
193 Shields, op. cit., p.136. 
194 Ibid., p.209. 
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Like the Jena Romantics, then, Shields hungers for a reality of authorship that 

lies in the past—a pre-modern past—but also for one that potentially lies ahead: his 

bibliography represents the presence of an absent absence—that is, the presence of an 

undesired bibliography; yet this absent absence is at once the dialectical obverse of 

absent present: a time to come—a time beyond time—when authorship and its 

attendant ambiguities are no longer a bother: “Once upon a time,” writes Shields, 

“there will be readers who won’t care what imaginative writing is called and will read 

it for its passion, its force of intellect, and its formal originality.”195 Perhaps needless 

to say, to make the cut Shields recommends would not hasten the arrival of such a 

utopia, but rather deepen the status quo, dissolving these many citations into the 

seeming genius of a single and wholly original author, free of debt. It would be, in a 

word, plagiarism—as the realists among his publisher’s legal counsel appear to know.  

 

 

  Hunger and hatred 

 

As suggested above, I take the recommendation of this cut to suggest, in the end, a 

fantasy of poetry become reality, of the final unity of work and world. It is the cut that 

believes a reading or writing might be realised that would finally reconcile these 

oppositions out of which it arises, rather than merely suspending them in thought. It 

is a fantasy that one sometimes worries Shields invests in too much, and to the 

detriment of Reality Hunger. There is something bogus about this gesture, 

embarrassing in the etymological sense, suggesting blockage; something about the 

light that it casts back over a slightly triumphalist tone of what precedes it. It is hard 

finally to say whether or not this work lapses into a kind of bad faith in its above-

described concluding moment, whether it ends by failing falsely. This fantasy, or the 

threat this fantasy poses, has recently been more successfully negotiated, in my view, 

by a deeply kindred text: Ben Lerner’s The Hatred of Poetry. As descriptions of cultural 

tendencies that feed into practices of writing and reading, the hatred of poetry and 

the hunger for reality are plaited together—up to a point they are, perhaps, almost 

the same thing. Yet in the end, the hatred of poetry makes a space for failing better, I 

contend, than does too strong a hunger for reality: the former, we might say, gives the 

195 Ibid., p.204. 
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latter an axial turn. It is therefore with Lerner’s work, as at once a kind of extension 

upon and rejoinder to Reality Hunger, that I wish to close.196 

 Lerner sees poetry as animated by a similar set of impulses as does Shields. 

For both, to borrow a phrase from Robert Hass, reality is a “tragic falling off from a 

first world of undivided light”197; both subscribe to the view that the actual is an 

intolerable and graceless perversion. There is a difference in inflection, perhaps: 

where Shields emphasises the artificiality of the real and the wrongheaded 

seriousness with which we attend to it, Lerner—who has elsewhere shown that he 

shares very deeply this sense of artificiality—emphasises the absent ideal that this 

artificiality implies. For both, however, reality provokes at least the impulse toward its 

eclipse in writing: 

 

Poetry arises from the desire to get beyond the finite and the historical—the 
human world of violence and difference—and to reach the transcendent or 
divine. You’re moved to write a poem, you feel called upon to sing, because of 
that transcendent impulse. But as soon as you move from that impulse to the 
actual poem, the song of the infinite is compromised by the finitude of its 
terms. In a dream your verses can defeat time, your words can shake off the 
history of their usage, you can represent what can’t be represented (e.g., the 
creation of representation itself), but when you wake…you’re back in the 
human world with its inflexible laws and logic. […] Thus the poet is a tragic 
figure. The poem is always a record of failure. There is an ‘undecidable 
conflict’ between the poet’s desire to sing an alternative world and, as [Allen] 
Grossman puts it, the ‘resistance to alternative making inherent in the 
materials of which any world must be composed’. In an essay on Hart Crane, 
Grossman develops his notion of a ‘virtual poem’—what we might call poetry 
with a capital ‘P’, the abstract potential of the medium as felt by the poet 
when called upon to sing—and opposes it to the ‘actual poem’, which 
necessarily betrays that impulse when it joins the world of representation.198 

196 My goal here is not a comprehensive comparison of the two books, which differ significantly at 
the level of form.  
197 Hass, R., ‘Meditation at Lagunitas’, Praise, New York: Ecco Press, 1979, p.4. The poem begins: 
“All the new thinking is about loss. / In this it resembles all the old thinking.” (Ibid.) 
198 Lerner, B., The Hatred of Poetry, Melbourne: Text Publishing, 2016, pp.8-9. On Lerner’s view, 
many of the powers normally attributed to actual poems are in fact only possible of virtual ones; 
many of poets attributed the most poetic power are revealed to be quite aware of this fact. For 
example: “Many literary critics have discussed the technical power of Keats’s writing: how his poems 
suspend time or create altered states in the reader, how the music of his lines induces a trance. I 
follow the literary critic Michael Clune…in emphasising how (1) for all my admiration for Keats, I 
can’t experience the trance these critics are talking about (and also have some trouble believing that 
they’ve experienced it, since I’ve never seen any critic in a trancelike state); and (2) at the heart of 
Keats’s poetry are what Clune calls ‘images of virtual music’—a music that Keats can describe but not 
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Where it is, there should I be; but where it is, I cannot be. In appearing sometimes to 

simply blame the failure of poetry on the lost vitality of genres, Shields does not go far 

enough, while in imagining that he might simply refuse to acknowledge the division 

of poetry and actuality, and the fragmentation of our discourses that the latter—as a 

historical reality—demands, he sometimes goes too far. In Lerner’s account, as in 

Adorno’s, poetry fails—and that is its truth.199 The inevitability of poetry’s failure, for 

Lerner, gives rise to the “bitter logic” of poetry, a logic that “cannot be overcome by 

any level of virtuosity”: even as one is called upon to write them, to read them, 

“[a]ctual poems are structurally foredoomed”; “[p]oetry isn’t hard, it’s impossible”.200 

The search for the Absolute ends in disappointment: “[e]verywhere we seek the 

unconditioned (das Unbedingte),” writes Novalis, “but find only things (Dinge).”201 “I 

live in the space between what I am moved to do and what I can do,” writes Lerner, 

“and confront in that disconnect not only my individual limitations (although I feel 

those, too) but also the structure of the art as I conceive it.”202 

One possible response to the inevitable failure of poems and to the intolerable 

truth that this failure presents is, of course, simply not to write them. As Lerner points 

out, this can be a way of keeping faith with poetry rather than abandoning it: 

 

In college at the end of the last millennium the coolest poets I knew were 
reading Rimbaud and Oppen—two very great and very different writers who 
had in common their abandonment of the art. Their silences as much as their 
works—or their silences as conceptual works—were what made them heroes 
to the aspiring poets I knew. It was as if writing poems were a stage we would 

play (and that nobody can play in time: It’s not difficult, it’s impossible.) Literary form cannot 
actually produce the higher music Keats imagines, it can only figure it.” (Ibid., pp.32-33) 
199 I have not attempted a detailed mapping here of Adorno’s thinking onto The Hatred of Poetry, but 
it would certainly be possible to do so. In relation to the overall theme announced by Lerner’s title, I 
am reminded of this, from Aesthetic Theory: “Ask a musician if the music is a pleasure, the reply is 
likely to be—as in the American joke of the grimacing cellist under Toscani—‘I just hate music’. For 
him who has a genuine relation to art, in which he himself vanishes, art is not an object; depravation 
of art would be unbearable for him, yet he does not consider individual works sources of joy. 
Incontestably, no one would devote himself to art without—as the bourgeois put it—getting 
something out of it; yet this is not true in the sense that a balance sheet could be drawn up.” 
(Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, p.13) More significantly, a thread runs throughout Aesthetic Theory that 
connects the impossibility of poetry to the impossibility of happiness and perfection: e.g., “Art is the 
ever broken promise of happiness.” (Ibid., p.136); “Art cannot fulfil its concept. This strikes each and 
every one of its works, even the highest, with an ineluctable imperfectness that repudiates the idea 
of perfection toward which artworks must aspire.” (Ibid., p.71) 
200 Lerner, op. cit., p.9.  
201 Novalis cited in Bowie, From Romanticism to Critical Theory, p.145. 
202 Lerner, op. cit., p.9. 
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pass through, as if poems were important because they could be sacrificed on 
the altar of poetry in order to charge our silence with poetic virtuality.203 

 

I am tempted to read into the figure of the non-poet, not least prompted by Lerner’s 

association of this view with ‘coolness’, a certain dead-ended irony: absent some 

fictionalising act, the silence of the poet who renounces poetry becomes simply 

empirical silence—which it is, after all, always already (as Bernstein argues in his 

conception of ‘truth-only cognition’). Charged silence is eventually too clever for its 

own good. It may be that “the poet and the non-poet both ultimately achieve 

poemlessness, although the former passes through poems while the latter falls away 

from them”,204 but what does this do to quell the urge to write poems? 

I am reminded here of a passage from Knausgaard’s A Death in the Family in 

which the writer-narrator laments his inability to surrender literature and simply live 

a quiet domestic life—a life of consumerism and good citizenship—with his family, 

whom he does indeed love, after all. After entertaining the possibility, which we have 

already examined, of ‘combatting fiction with fiction’, he writes: 

 

What I ought to do was affirm what existed, affirm the state of things as they 
are, in other words, revel in the world outside instead of searching for a way 
out, because like this I would undoubtedly have a better life, but I couldn’t do 
it, I couldn’t; something had congealed inside me, and although it was 
essentialist, that is outmoded and furthermore romantic, I could not get past 
it, for the simple reason that it had not only been thought but also 
experienced, in these sudden states of clear-sightedness that everyone must 
know, where for a few seconds you catch sight of another world from the one 
you were in only a moment earlier, where the world seems to step forward 
and show itself or a brief glimpse before reverting and leaving everything as 
before…205 

 

Surrendering poems leaves us not with reality, then, but with the hatred of reality—

unremittingly adult, fallen reality, “the damaged life”,206 as Leaving the Atocha 

Station’s narrator Adam echoes Adorno in describing it—and the persistence of 

painful intimations of a deeper and truer life from which the poem—misbegotten and 

foredoomed to join the fallen realm of mere things, the sphere of conditioned 

203 Ibid., pp.23-24. 
204 Ibid., p.24. 
205 Knausgaard, A Death in the Family, p.198. 
206 Lerner, Leaving the Atocha Station, p.10. 
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conditions, though it may be—springs. That way lies not only personal alienation and 

misery, it seems, but after it that final triumph of the actual, that vanishing of the 

possible, in the face of which Adam reckons he would swallow a bottle of white pills. 

 Another alternative, as Lerner points out, is that proposed by the historical 

avant-garde. The avant-garde, he points out, also “hates poems”.207 “It hates existing 

poems because they are part of a bankrupt society,” writes Lerner. “Life is a lie and 

poems have been the flower of that lie and they function to glorify or compensate for 

existing relations that must be destroyed.”208 Citing Peter Bürger’s Theory of the Avant-

Garde, Lerner points out the historical avant-gardes’ “desire to destroy the institution 

of art and instead make it part of the ‘praxis of life’—to abolish art as a separate 

category from the rest of our experience”209 (the same desire that, in a somewhat 

more tepid form, permeates Shields’s manifesto): 

 

For the avant-garde, the poem is an imaginary bomb with real shrapnel: It 
explodes the category of poetry and enters history. The poem is a weapon—a 
weapon against received ideas of what the artwork is, certainly, but also an 
instrument of war in a heroic, revolutionary struggle, whether of the far right 
(e.g., the Italian Futurists) or the far left (e.g., the Russian Futurists).210 

 

Yet this is a return of the same fantasy that I have suggested Shields risks indulging 

with his recommendation that we hack into his book and cancel his debts: “The 

problem is that these artworks, no matter how formally inventive, remain artworks,” 

writes Lerner. “They might redefine the borders of art, but they don’t erase those 

borders; a bomb that never goes off, the poem remains a poem.”211 He adds, dryly, 

that “[t]he avant-garde is a military metaphor that forgets it’s a metaphor”.212 

 However, the avant-garde does pass through a moment of truth: namely, that 

of the manifesto—the very form deployed by Shields. The genre of the manifesto 

“allows you to make claims for and about Poetry while avoiding the limitation of 

poems”.213 Here we might once again recall the work of the Jena Romantics as 

forerunners of the avant-garde: their increasing movement from the practice of 

207 Lerner, The Hatred of Poetry, p.40. 
208 Ibid. 
209 Ibid., p.39. 
210 Ibid. 
211 Ibid., p.41. 
212 Ibid. 
213 Ibid. 
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writing poetry to the theorisation, within the space of the poem, of what the ideal 

poem would one day deliver (and never did). Their fragmentary writings were 

promissory notes, debts that would dissolve in the eventual realisation of the 

Absolute, in the plenitude of the Book-to-come. In making claims for poetry that no 

poem can keep, meanwhile, the manifesto is deeply reminiscent of the genre that 

Lerner takes himself to be practicing in The Hatred of Poetry: the defence. The two are 

alike in their virtualisation of the poem, in their effecting a sublation of poem by 

prose: 

 

I have come to believe that a large part of the appeal of the defence as a genre 
is that it is itself a kind of virtual poetry—it allows you to describe the virtues 
of poetry without having to write poems that have succumbed to the 
bitterness of the actual. Which is not to say that defences never cite specific 
poems, but lines of poetry quoted in prose preserve the glimmer of the unreal; 
to quote the narrator of my first novel who is here describing an exaggerated 
version of my own experience: ‘I tended to find lines of poetry beautiful only 
when I encountered them quoted in prose, in the essays my professors had 
assigned in college, where the line breaks were replaced with slashes, so that 
what was communicated was less a particular poem than the echo of poetic 
possibility.’214 

 

 Of course, one recognises here Shields’s own approach: the replacement of 

poetry with the citation of poetry: the poetry of citation, the wish-thinking of 

reference. Indeed, what is being described here as the manifesto and the defence 

could be gathered together under the heading of the essay. Furthermore, as we should 

perhaps expect given the discussion of the previous section of this dissertation, the 

same logic sees the essay converge with the novel. Lerner does not say as much in The 

Hatred of Poetry, but he does in an interview with Tao Lin that I have already cited: 

Maybe the novel is a good medium for ‘virtual poetry’—is itself a kind of 
virtual poem. There are influential accounts of the novel that argue it emerges 
when the conditions of possibility for poetry have been lost. Like in Lukács: 
the epic unity of experience that was supposedly available to Homer has 
passed away, and the novel emerges as the dominant literary form of a world 
in which meaning is no longer immanent. Insofar as we experience the novel 
as something that emerges out of poetry’s impossibility, I think the former is 
haunted by the latter: verse is a present absence in its prose. So that’s one 

214 Ibid., pp.22-23. 
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source of my interest in the novel’s relationship to poetry, how the novel as a 
genre is inextricable from the banishment of poetry to the realm of the 
virtual.215 

 Perhaps the most enjoyable turn in Lerner’s account, however, is—via the 

contradictory logic of a defence of poetry that is at once a defence of the hatred of 

poetry—to bring philosophy onto this same level on which we have located the essay 

and the novel. “Hating on actual poems…is often an ironic if sometimes unwitting 

way of expressing the persistence of the utopian ideal of Poetry,” he writes, “and the 

jeremiads in that regard are defences, too.”216 The original jeremiad? The Republic 

itself. Of Socrates’s ejection of the poets—a story I recounted in ‘Philosophy and 

Literature’ above—Lerner writes: 

 

Plato/Socrates is trying to defend language as the medium of philosophy from 
the unreason of poets who just make stuff up as opposed to discovering 
genuine truths. The oft-remarked irony of Plato’s dialogues, however, is that 
they are themselves poetic: formally experiemental imaginative dialogues. We 
might say that Socrates (‘He who does not write,’ as Nietzsche put it) is a new 
breed of poet who has found out how to get rid of poems. He argues that no 
existing poetry can express the truth about the world, and his dialogues at 
least approach the truth by destroying others’ claims to possess it. Socrates is 
the wisest man because he knows he knows nothing; Plato is a poet who stays 
closest to Poetry because he refuses all actual poems. Every existing poem is a 
lie, and Plato ‘reads’ the claims made on behalf of those poems and refutes 
them in order to promote the endless dialectical conversation that is reason 
over the false representation that is an actual poem. Socratic irony: perfect 
contempt. Plato’s famous attack on poets can be reads, therefore, as a defence 
of Poetry from poems. Socrates: ‘Of that place beyond the heavens none of our 
earthly poets has yet sung, and none shall sing worthily…’217 

 

215 Lerner & Lin, ‘You’re a poet; don’t you hate most poems?’ 
216 Lerner, op. cit., p.76. Lerner characterises the hatred of poetry as a “reaction formation”: “You 
lash out against the symbol of what you’re repressing, i.e., creativity, community, a desire for a 
measure of value that isn’t ‘calculative’. ‘Poetry’ becomes a word for an outside that poems cannot 
bring about, but can make felt, albeit as an absence, albeit through embarrassment. The periodic 
denunciations of poetry should therefore be understood as part of the bitter logic of poetry, not as its 
repudiation. This is why so many cultural critics, with a kind of macabre glee, proclaim ‘the death of 
poetry’ every few years: Our imaginative faculties, we fear, have atrophied; the commercialisation of 
language seems complete. The actual number of poems being written and read appears to be 
irrelevant to the certification of poetry’s death—a decade ago, James Longenbach reported there 
were more than three hundred thousand websites devoted to poetry—because what the 
pronouncement reflects is less an empirical statement about poems than a cultural anxiety about our 
capacity for ‘alternative making’.” (Ibid., pp.53-54) 
217 Ibid., pp.18-19. 
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Poems, their critical defence, the longing for there to be no more of them, even hatred 

or revulsion in the face of them: all are figures of the possibility of Poetry, all are 

modes of thought that borrow from, and that promise, the future.218 

What future? Lerner does not say. A defence is like a manifesto, but not. 

Lerner ends The Hatred of Poetry not with any incitement to a revolutionary cause, but 

in a kind of melancholic reverie: not in a poem, that is, but in a prose account of 

moments in life when poetry can be glimpsed, or the glimpse glimpsed. Through a 

sequence of utterances in which the tragic figure of the poet and the contemptuous 

figure of the philosopher converge as twin denizens of the actual, he returns us to a 

thought that has emerged again and again at the fringes, the path-edges, of this 

dissertation (or if not a place, then a time). It is a reverie, that is to say, of 

remembrance, a memorialisation of childhood: 

 

I remember speaking a word whose meaning I didn’t know but about which I 
had some inkling, some intuition, then inserting that word into a sentence, 
testing how it seemed to fit or chafe against the context and the syntax, 
rolling the word around, as it were, on my tongue. I remember my feeling that 
I possessed only part of the word, like one of those fragmented friendship 
necklaces, and I had to find the other half in the social world of speech. I 
remember walking around as a child repeating a word I’d overheard, applying 
it wildly, and watching how, miraculously, I was rarely exactly wrong. If you 
are five and you point to a sycamore or an idle backhoe or a neighbour 
stooped over his garden or to images of these things on a television set and 
utter ‘vanish’ or utter ‘varnish’ you will never be only incorrect; if your parent 
or guardian is curious, she can find a meaning that makes you almost eerily 
prescient—the neighbour is dying, losing weight, or the backhoe has helped a 
structure disappear or is glazed with rainwater or the sheen of spectacles 
lends to whatever appears onscreen a strange finish. To derive your 
understanding of a word by watching others adjust to it: Do you remember 
the feeling that sense was provisional and that two people could build around 
an utterance a world in which any usage signified? I think that’s poetry.219 

218 One is tempted to say that we perhaps need here something like the distinction between le futur 
and l’avenir, between a future that is programmed and anticipated and one that is radically 
unexpected. For a discussion of this distinction, see Hoy, D.C., The Time of Our Lives: A Critical 
History of Temporality, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 2010, pp.163-172. It has gradually become clear 
to me that a more precise thinking through of the temporality at stake here to fully make sense of 
the post-fictional essay, especially in the case of writers like Lerner, Knausgaard and Coetzee. 
However, to properly engage such questions of teleology and eschatology proved far beyond the 
scope of this dissertation. It is work that is yet to come. 
219 Lerner, op. cit., pp.79-80. As in Shields, however, where everything is fiction, everything in 
Lerner is also poetry; where Knausgaard has us combatting fiction with fiction, Lerner has us pitting 
poetry against poetry: “Do you remember that sense (or have it now) of being a tentative node in a 
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Lerner further presses his readers to remember such times in our own lives, especially 

times when such uncertainty turned to pleasure in the moment of play: 

 

Remember how easily our games could break down or reform or redescribe 
reality? The magical procedure was always first and foremost repetition: 
Every kid knows the phenomenon that psychologists call ‘semantic saturation’, 
wherein a word is repeated until it feels emptied of sense and becomes mere 
sound?220 […] We call these children’s games, not children’s work, but isn’t a 
child precisely one who doesn’t yet observe a clear distinction between what 
counts as labour and what counts as leisure? All children are poets in that 
sense. I’m asking you to locate your memory of that early linguistic instability, 
of language as a creative and destructive force. I have done the reading, and 
the reading suggests that we always experience this power as withdrawing 
from us, or we from it—if we didn’t distance from this capacity it would signal 
our failure to be assimilated in the actual, adult world, i.e., we would be 
crazy. Our resentment of that falling away from poetry takes the form (among 
other forms) of contempt for grown-up poets and for poems; poets, who, by 
their very nature, accuse us of that distance, make it felt, but fail to close it.221 

 
This romanticisation of childhood skirts quite close, we can acknowledge, to a 

fantasy of lost wholeness that is, in function, comparable to that motivating Shields’s 

proposal for the excision of the bibliography, for the end of the book.222 And in 

limitless network of goods and flows? Because that’s also poetry, albeit in a perverted form, wherein 
relations between people must appear as things.” (Ibid., p.83) 
220 Hass concludes the above-cited poem: “There are moments when the body is as numinous / as 
words, days that are the good flesh continuing. / Such tenderness, those afternoons and evenings, / 
saying blackberry, blackberry, blackberry.” (Hass, op. cit., p.5) 
221 Lerner, op. cit., pp.81-82. 
222 Adorno, too, as I noted earlier, offers a romanticisation of childhood. For example, in an essay on 
Proust—who, Adorno writes, has “played a central role in my intellectual economy for decades, and 
[whom] I simply could not imagine…absent from the continuity of my concerns” (Adorno, Notes to 
Literature, Volume 2, p.312)—Adorno refers approvingly to the writer’s refusal to “go along with the 
renunciation of responsiveness, nor with the false maturity of resignation” (ibid., p.315): “He kept 
faith with the childhood potential for unimpaired experience and, with all the reflectiveness and 
awareness of an adult, perceived the world in as undeformed a manner as the day it was created, in 
fact developed a technique to resist the automatisation and mechanisation of his own thought. He 
strives indefatigably for immediacy, for a second naïveté.” (Ibid., pp.315-316) Yet such immediacy is 
never available in actuality: “Undamaged experience is produced only in memory, far beyond 
immediacy, and through memory aging and death seem to be overcome in the aesthetic image. But 
this happiness achieved through the rescue of experience, a happiness that will not let anything be 
taken from it, represents an unconditional renunciation of consolation.” (Ibid., p.317) Adorno writes 
that Proust’s “fidelity to childhood is a fidelity to the idea of happiness, which he would not let 
himself be talked out of for anything in the world. […] But because he is not satisfied with any 
happiness other than complete happiness, his need for happiness becomes a need for the full truth, 
unimpeded by conventionality. Such truth, however, is pain, disappointment, knowledge of the false 
life. The story that Proust tells is that of happiness unattained or endangered.” (Ibid., pp.316-317) 
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proportion as it approaches an actual claim on origins, one might rightly dislike it, 

even hate it. But in so doing, one proves rather than falsifies Lerner’s central claim. 

Indeed, as his defence ends in this final and quite exemplary failure, one might 

remember that, in its opening pages, The Hatred of Poetry offers an indictment of 

poetry as the song of origins with which it ends: Lerner recounts the story of 

Caedmon, “an illiterate cowherd”223 who learns the art of poetry when asked by God 

to sing to him in a dream. Awaking as “the first poet in English whose name we 

know”,224 Caedmon’s poems are “a mere echo”225 of those he dreamed. Lerner closes 

his essay with an invitation to the reader, not to end authorship, but to join him in his 

hatred of poetry, to continue poetry under the sign of its hatred: 

 
I’ve written in its defence, and in defence of our denunciation of it, because 
that is the dialectic of a vocation no less essential for being impossible. All I 
ask the haters—and I, too, am one—is that they strive to perfect their 
contempt, even consider bringing it to bear on poems, where it will be 
deepened, not dispelled, and where, by creating a place for possibility and 
present absences (like unheard melodies), it might come to resemble love.226 

 

To read and write poems; to fail and, in failing, perfect our contempt; in our contempt 

to become, like Socrates, philosophers. Like Adorno, Lerner sees that the failure of 

poetry is essential, for as the poem fails, if it knows its failure, it thinks. Its spell must 

be incanted, disenchanted. 

  

223 Lerner, op. cit., p.6. 
224 Ibid. 
225 Ibid., p.7. 
226 Ibid., pp.85-86. 
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